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By: WIIiam Shat ner

Synopsi s:
First book in the Quest series.

"The key to the stars is the key to the enpire. And to a young man's
future... Young JimEndicott has but one dream-to attend the Terran
Space Acadeny, the gateway to the stars and the far-flung civilization
known as the Confederation

But unbeknownst to Jim he has a secret encoded in his DNA. A secret
that threatens an enpire. A secret that his parents (or those who
clained to be his parents!) have sworn never to reveal, on pain of
deat h.

Jim s Acadeny application sets off an expl osive chain of terror
hurling the young man into an adventure beyond his w |l dest dreanms. In
his newlife, he plunbs the depths of the "Pleb" underclass of the

gal axy's outcasts, and soars through the forbidden reaches of

cyber space.

Wth the help of a beautiful fellow outlaw named Cat, who is as tough
as she is tender, Jimbegins to unravel the shocking truth about his

own origins--and uncovers the fatal deception that has split a bitter
humanity into warring factions bent on rmutual annihilation

And in the process, Jimlearns that he has one nore eneny then he
guessed--and one nore friend than he knew.
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Man must have bread and butter, but he nust al so have sonething to
l[ift his heart. This programis clean. W are not spending the noney
to kill people. W are not harnming the environnent. W are hel ping
the spirit of man. W are unl ocking secrets billions of years old.

FAROUK EL BAZ

Skyl ab: Next Great Monent in Space

Advanced civilizations--if they exist--aren't breaking their necks to
save us before we destroy ourselves. Personally, | think that makes

for a nore interesting universe.

CARL SAG AN

So nigh is grandeur to our dust, So near is God to man, Wen duty
whi spers Iow. Thou must, The youth replies, | can.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON



DEDI CATI ON

Youth is not wasted, as sone | earned sage said, on the young. It is

i ndeed a grace note on the slighly aging. | happen to know, for | am
aging, slightly. But, into ny life has wal ked, run, pumel ed, and
pounded a youth of such energy and beauty as to be extraordinary. And
so, | dedicate this book to the woman who has brought nme youth and
energy, |ove and passion, inspiration and not some little perspiration
Nerine, The Bel oved .

--also Along with that youthful theme, this book is dedicated to the
young readi ng public of today. Hopefully some of the youthful nenbers
of the world will find in our hero inspiration, not only in terms of
what Ji m does, but also in discovering the nagic of reading .

weani ng thensel ves away fromthe hypnosis of television to take a
voyage into imagination.

ACKNOALEDGVENTS
Bill Quick is aterrific witer and is, as |I'"'msure he's been told many
times in his life, quick--to wite, to think and to be creative. M

debt to himfor this book goes far beyond acknow edgment.

The wonderful editor, John Silbersack is the engine powering this
vehi cl e.

Caitlin Blalsdell and Carmen La Vi a



PROLOGUE

The hunters had arrived even before Kate shoul dered open the door to
the dilapidated little Pleb-unit she'd illegally subleased fromits
rightful occupant in San Francisco's Hunter's Point district. She

gl anced up at the sky as she juggled two bags of groceries and a | arge

pack of disposable diapers through the doorway. "I'mhone." There was
no reply, nor did she expect any--Carl was still at work, pretending to
be a bartender, and Jimy should still be sleeping--but she sniled at

her moment of whinmsy. The smile transfigured her tired features and
made her seem young. She was young, though she hadn't |ooked it for a

good while. She had a strong, wiry frane, not tall, but condensed,
sketched in the clear lines of her novenments: sharp and controlled and,
despite her exhaustion, vital. Her eyes punctuated her face,

startlingly blue, intense, so that they seened |arger than they really
were. Her hair was that sandy bl ond that nmade one think of lions; it
was cut md-1ength, wavy, springing up here and there in random curl s.
Her mouth was strong and deternined beneath a little nothing of a
nose--the only nondescript feature on her foxy, high-cheekboned face.
There was a spray of fine lines at the corners of her eyes, as if she'd
spent a lot of tine |ooking at distant horizons, and if those msty

di stances were as nuch imagi ned as real, who was to say? Wen she
noved, she always managed to | ook as if she knew exactly where she was
going. She wore dirty sneakers, faded jeans, a man's blue denimshirt,



and a heavy silver bracelet--a single hard circle, |ike
punctuation--around her left wist. |If you were a nugger, you'd |eave
her al one. . ' She crossed the shabby living roomthat snelled of
stal e cabbage and set her bags on the chi pped counter in the kitchen

An indeterm nate sound fromthe bedroom brought her head up. It
sounded strange--not a baby sound. The novenent electrified her with
the air of a lioness sensing hidden danger. A terrible alertness
burned in her fierce blue eyes as she pushed a wave of blond hair away
fromher face. Her purse was next to the groceries; she opened it and
took out a black naser pistol so large it seemed ridiculous in her

smal | hand, a joke or an unreal toy. But there was nothing childish in
the way she cocked it with a deadly little buzz. "Who's there?" But
in the wan yellow light of a cheap ceiling glow strip there was only an
unnmade bed and the silent wi de-eyed baby swaddled in his nest of
sheets, staring greenly at her. Jimy, awake now. No charnming little
bassi net or trendy cyberbuggy for him Not when his life m ght depend
on how qui ckly she could scoop himup and run. She raked the little
roomw th her fierce gaze, then went to the closet and flung it open
Not hi ng there. Slowy, her rigid nuscles began to relax. She exhal ed,
and it seened all the strength flowed out of her with that breath. But
his face, flower like had turned to follow her nmovenment, and now he

of fered her a toothless, trusting grin that made her want to weep. This
was no life for him O her, either. As if anybody had a choice. She
pi cked himup and pulled himto her, marveling at the delicacy of his
skull, the tiny perfection of the fingers he wapped around her thunb
wi t h sudden amazing strength. She kissed the top of his head and

whi spered, "Strong little thing, aren't you? Sure didn't come from
your daddy, did it? But you're special, yes, you are." Then, a soft
catch in her throat: "I |ove you, baby. |If only your daddy wasn't such
a pure-dee bastard, this would be a life, wouldn't it?" After she put
the diapers to good use and rocked himto sleep, she retrieved the
maser pistol and switched off the light. Then she stood there a |ong
nmonent, not knowi ng whether to cry or just blow her brains out. No, it
was not alife, was it?
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trusting grin that O her, either. A he battered black grav-van

| ooked like a wire head war wagon as it hovered silently above the curb
on the opposite side of the street fromthe Pleb-unit. For severa
nmonent s not hi ng happened. No movenent was visible through the

i npenetrabl e mrror-w ndows, and no sound but the sigh of the hydrogen
engi ne barely audi bl e above the rising evening wind. City repair crews
no | onger bothered to replace blasted-out lenses in the streetlights
that floated random y overhead, their once precise patterns shattered
by conputers no one bothered to maintain and program properly anynore.
This was a ghetto, after all. Darkness came early and hard here,

pi erced only by occasional hysterical |aughter and the popcorn spatter
and vi cious buzzing of sporadic gunfire. A strange cal menmanated from
t he vehicle; one yonder boy lost in a wire head daze, entered that

zonal quiet, registered a befuddl ed stare, and staggered linply to the
other side of the street. He was |ong gone when the curbside doors of
t he van whi spered open on frictionl ess bearings, and four shadows
ghost ed seam essly into deeper shadow. Now the night took on a sweaty
urgency, a musty scent of violence. A squirrel chittered sharply in
protest, then fell silent. The lights in the window of the small house
gl owed steadily, brave against the darkness that seemed to press in
against their feeble spark. } In the rusty dark, against the soft
green glare of the instrument readouts, the tension was like tiny
razors, scraping flesh, flaying nerves. It was always like this. They
were used to it--as used to it as humans could get and still remain
human. They were right on the edge of that, though, and sonetines they
crossed over. Tonight m ght be such a time. A voice whispered: "Lim
Baker, this is Hitter One. W have target acquisition. Kill zone is
optimal. | say again, kill zone is optimal...." After another beat of



ti me, someone activated a hel met m crophone, and said, "Go." is nane
was Carl and his | ast nane was whatever they were U using this nonth.
He automatically checked the crude little card taped to the doorfrane,
just as Kate had done, and saw that they were the Johnson fanmily, at

| east for the time being. He did not notice the dusty black grav-van
parked across the street and down the bl ock, although he would spend
years berating hinmself for that uncharacteristic |apse. He closed the
door and activated the el ectronic dead bolt. He glanced around the

shabby living roomas he tossed his backpack onto the sofa. "Kate, you
here?" "The bedroom"™ He nodded to hinself, wal ked over, and stuck
his head around the corner. "I'mhone." She glanced up from where she
sat on the edge of the bed and rocked little Jinmy in her arns. "Such
as it is." He sighed heavily. "I know, | know. W can't go on like
this forever." He paused. "Kate? W've put it off |ong enough. You
know what | nean...." She |ooked up at him her blue eyes w deni ng
slowy. She stopped rocking the baby. "Carl.. . no." He raised one
hand. "I swear it, Kate. | can kill him | wouldn't even think about

it if I thought it would put you and Jimy at risk. But it's been

al nrost a year. He wouldn't be |ooking for me now. And nobody can
protect thensel ves agai nst an assassin who knows what he is doing."
She | ooked down at the sleeping child. "Yes," she said bitterly. "As
| ong as that assassin doesn't mnd getting hinself killed in the
process. Carl, I'ma selfish woman. | don't think there is a noble
bone left in ny body. | can live with the running and hiding as |ong
as it's the three of us. But | won't have you sacrifice yourself on
some masculine altar of vengeance--not for our sakes. You understand?"
He stared at her. "lI'mnot suicidal. And | was never noble. | won't
deny the vengeance part, but | would never risk either of you for
that."



She turned and carefully placed Jinmy on the mattress, and arranged
the two pillows on either side of himas an inprovised cradle. She put
her finger to her lips. "Let himsleep now" He took her in his arns
and squeezed. Then he began to dig his knuckles into the nuscles of
her upper back. She sighed with pleasure at the inmpronptu back rub

"You have exactly two hours to stop that, big boy." "I know a few
tricks I bet you'd like even better." "Ch? And have | seen any of
these tricks before?" "Possibly.” "lI'mnot sure. Maybe you'd better
show me again. Refresh ny menmory. Not in front of the baby, though."
He grinned, the snmell of her hair filling his nostrils. "Kid's
asleep."” She smiled. "Let's keep it that way." fterward, she curled

her bare feet into the space between the sofa cushions piled on the
sagging franme; the unit had long since lost its ability to shape itself
to those who sat upon it. "That was a fun game. Do you know any

ot hers?" He kissed the back of her neck lightly. For that nmonent, at
| east, he was able to forget the hopel ess circunstances of their
collective life. Even the decrepit living roomtook on a rich, warm

glowin the lamp of their affection. "Love is only half the illusion,"
he murmured into her ear. She stretched and yawned. "Hm  George
Santayana." "Good. Fromwhat?" "The Life of Reason."” "What an
educated woman | cohabit with," he said. "Smart, too. O course, to

be inlove is nmerely to be in a state of perceptual anesthesia." He



| eaned back and stared at the ceiling. There was an ugly orange water
bl ot ch up there that somehow rem nded himof a map of Tasmani a.
"Anbrose Bierce." She pinched his arm "Nope. It wasn't Bierce. Try
H L. Mencken." He reached over to the rickety little table at the end

of the couch and hoi sted the heavy book onto his chest. "American
Quotations," he said. "The court of last resort." He turned to the

i ndexes at the back: "Doesn't seemto be under Bierce. You're going to
rub this in, | presune?" "Hand ne that rubber, pal." "You are an evil
worman, " he told her. "Besides, we've already done that." "So it is
Mencken, eh? From Prejudices, | believe." He shifted, nearly dunping
her onto the floor. "Did | mention anything about your native

evil ness?" She launched an assault against a particularly ticklish
part of his anatomny, but before the nock battle could grow into
anything seriously interesting, a soft wail issued fromthe bedroom
"That sound |like a diaper or a bottle call to you?" "Doesn't matter,"
she told him "You lost, you get to do the dirty work--which, fromthe
sound of things, is what it is. Diapers on the kitchen counter, big
fellow" He stood up and stretched nmightily. She stared up at him

i nwardly amazed at his sheer physical ness. He exuded a nmasculine force
so strong it was pal pable. God, she loved himso nmuch. Wy did life
have to be so unfair?

"Well, 1've got good news and bad news. \Which do you want first?" She
| ooked up fromthe extrenely powerful little computer she was hol di ng
in her lap. He knew that, sonewhere on a nanotech chip inside it, was
the reason their lives had becone the nonstrosities they now endured.



"No news is good news, right?" she said.

"The di aper is changed--good news--but now he's w de awake. Bad news.

How about if | take himwith me? 1|'ve got to pick up some stuff at the
mal | ."
She nodded absently. "Stick an extra diaper in your backpack. You

never know. "

He grinned. "Nope, if there's one thing you do know, it's that sooner
or later an extra diaper is exactly what you' re going to need."

He bent to kiss the top of her blond head, arranging Jimy in his chest
carrier as he leaned over. "I1'll be about an hour, okay?"

"Be careful. Love you." She didn't raise her eyes fromthe small

hol ographi ¢ screen that danced above her machine. He smiled fondly at
the way she could sink into such a fog of concentration. But then, she
was a geni us--thank God. He knew what he was. He had given her
somet hi ng she needed desperately, but he was no geni us.

He adjusted the straps of his backpack, opened the front door, and bl ew
her a kiss. "Love you, Kate."

It was the last time he would ever see her alive.

perhaps it was sinply a case of nerves scraped by fear into a state of
near - psychopat hi ¢ awar eness, or nmaybe there had been actual sounds: the
soft scrape of leather, a nearly inaudible chink of netal. She had
been dozing in a runp-sprung chair in the living roombefore a
static-gl azed hol ovi si on cube, but now she canme up with the conputer in
one hand and the maser pistol in the other. Cords of nuscle stood out
in her neck. She |ooked first toward the door, then the wi ndow, frozen
as a witch-woman caught in the noment of summoni ng.

Denons com ng
She took two inpossibly Iong, |oping steps that brought her into the

bedroom She turned, bringing the maser up in both hands. Her nouth
opened and her |ips drew back in a grinmace that



exposed her teeth. She pulled the trigger as an explosion blewin the

front door. A harsh, inprobably |oud buzzing filled her ears. She was
both lucky and good; her first shot knocked down the black figure that

bounded out of the snoke. She never got off a second shot.

The tall, lanky woman with red |ips who crashed through the wi ndow into
the kitchen carried a scatter blaster. That shot slamred Kate in the
back and nearly cut her in half.

"Jesus, Smith, are you okay?" the |anky woman said.

There were four of them three men and the | anky woman, though it was
al nost inmpossible to tell which was which behind the opaque shiel ds of
their body arnmor. Only the bl ood-colored lipstick reveal ed the
otherwi se hidden femninity of the one who stooped next to the broken
body of her victimand put gloved fingers on the silent throat. She
gl anced up: "This one's done."

Satisfied, she noved quickly to the one who had fallen just inside the
door.

"Hey Smitty Smitty Smitty." She pushed back her faceplate to revea
unnatural ly pale skin and strai ght black hair chopped off short--a face
both beautiful and horrible, disfigured by death-1ust.

"Ckay, boy, you're okay, you hear ne?" Her hands worked rapidly at the
straps and catches of his arnor. "Ch, all right, that's good, just a
little bruise.”" She |ooked up. "Hi s vest stopped it." And back down.
"Now cone on, damm it, wake up!"

The nman groaned.

"That's it, baby, talk to mama. Yeah, that's good, you're gonna be
fine. "

She | eaned back on her haunches and sl apped her thighs. "GCkay, gang,
we got a schedule here. Let's finish it. This is for sure a crap-hole
nei ghbor hood, but these cannons nake a bang. One of the yonder boys

m ght actually call the cops." They shared a nervous chuckl e over
t hat .

The one called Smitty heaved hinself up on his el bows. "What
happened?"

"You took a hit, nmy man. Your arnor stopped it, or we wouldn't be
havi ng this conversation. You okay?"

"I"'mgonna live, | think." He grunted and grabbed her shoul der and
began to haul hinmself to his feet. She took his weight easily, rising
with himuntil he was upright.

"Smitty, get your ass back to the van. We'll be there as soon as we
t'msh here."

Smitty pushed back his own faceplate. "No, |I'mokay." He |ooked



past the woman at the body sprawl ed in the bedroom door. "Jesus."

He had a | arge pack strapped to his back. He shrugged out of it and
let it drop to the floor. The woman | aughed. "That's right, you
boom boom boys kill me. Treat that stuff like it was a bag of bubble
gum "

He opened the pack and runmaged i nside.
"You' ve got four mnutes."
He shook his head. "I won't need all of it. Go on."

He had to step over the woman's body to enter the bedroom She lay in
a wi de pool of blood, her blue eyes open and enpty.

"Jesus," he nuttered. H s nose twitched involuntarily at the

aci d- copper stench of her blood. But he nmoved quickly, slapping snall

packets of expl osive against the doorjanb as he scanned the interior of
t he bedroom for the nost effective places to turn this cottage into an
i ndi stingui shabl e funeral pyre.

The wonman's mangl ed corpse repul sed him and so, as he searched for the
itens he'd been told to |ook for, he did not turn her over. The
conputer she'd held | ay beneath her, obscured by torn flesh and drying
bl ood.

It took himthirty seconds |less than the four m nutes he'd prom sed. He
left by the front door, |ooking neither right nor left. He clinbed
into the van. A nonment later, the vehicle glided smoothly away from
the curb. A block down, its red taillights began to glow, and it rose
straight up into the air.

Forty-five seconds after that, the small cottage expl oded into flanes.
By the time the fire squads arrived, nothing was | eft but ashes. Even
with the |atest DNA sniffers, it took the arson techs three days to
find the bones. And they never found anything of the conputer at

all.

og stretched in a high gray wall about three hundred yards offshore
al ong the San Franci sco Bay, masking the glittering |ights of



the Geater Bay Hyper Mall Carl boarded the nonorail at the Hunter's
Point term nal and | eaned back again the railing to watch the approach
of the huge man-made island floating on an unsinkabl e foam of

hi gh-t ensi on bubbl es.

Ji my began to squirm against the straps that held him Carl | ooked
down at the top of the baby's head and the thick w sps of dark hair
coil ed danply there.

"What's the matter, big guy?." he whispered. "AlIl cranky from making
your nmomis life a living hell? Did you fill up your pants for her
several times today? Yes, | bet she liked that all right, yes | do."

Jimy grinned and made soft grunting noises, as if in agreement with
t he i nconmprehensi ble ravings of the big man who carried hi magainst his
chest so gently.

chaos filled the frantic interior of the stealthed nother ship orbiting
ten nmiles above the San Franci sco Bay.

"Where did he go? Damm it, |'ve lost---okay, hold it. Got hirrff

"What? G ve ne coordinates, give ne... now"
"Ckay, I'mdirecting the backup teanms. G nme Team Baker and Team
Charlie."

"Wherel/s he?"

"Hang on--okay, he's headed for the Hyper Mall Got it, the Hyper
Mal |

"Right. Team Leader Baker, Team Leader Charlie, stand by to downl oad



new m ssion coordinates .... Carl pushed his nose agai nst the greasy,
graffiti-etched wi ndow of the nonorail car. He w shed he could stick
his head outside into the salt-laden air of the Bay, but he understood
that if he could, the trans-Bay nonorail would rival the Golden Gate
Bri dge as a mmgnet for suicides.

H dden antigrav machinery emtted an audi ble hum as the car reached the
top of its arc, jerked hard, and began to descend into the preposterous
lighted warren of the nmall

He put one armaround the tiny figure at his chest, and said, "See
that, kid? That's the world out there. Pretty, isn't it? WlIl, enjoy
it while you can. Underneath, it isn't as pretty as it |ooks."

Yet despite the dire sentinent, in at |least that moment Carl felt at
peace, calmand rel axed, even hopeful. He sighed and watched the
approach of the retail palaces comng up below, and allowed hinself a
t hought :

W just might make it. Maybe.
It was hubris. He should have known better

A large black troop carrier dropped straight down out of the night sky
onto the energency gravport atop the Hyper Mall Doors slanmred down
into ranps. The guts of the carrier enptied as squads of nen, their
heavy | asers and slug guns held across their arnored bodies at port
arnms, stormed onto the deck

Last to exit was a group of six in plainclothes. Four nmen and two
worren. They nmoved quickly, the air about them scratchy with the



sounds of their communicator inplants. Their |eader glanced around,
then spoke into his throat m ke, directing the depl oynent of the
uni formed troops.

"Mt her Hen, we are on site," he said
Squawks of static, then--"Locate and termi nate."

"Roger. Read and understood." He turned to the rest of the squad.
"Location coordinates downloading.." now COkay, let's nove on it!"

lidewal ks pulled torrents of gawkers past hol ographic towers where

gi ant advertisenents played out breathlessly upon thin air. Sublimna
nmessages yanked at the subconsci ous, urging one and all to Buy! Buy
Nowi Buy A Loft And fluttering in the air |ike abandoned fl ags,

countl ess scraps of eye tugger advertising whistled, humred, and
nmoaned, denmandi ng a nonment of your tine, just a noment, please and

t hank you.

In the huge wi ndows of the big stores hol ographi c di oramas and

virtual -reality stage sets acted out tense scenarios wherein clothes,
perfunes, |eathers, drugs, food, and drink of all kinds nade heroes and
her oi nes out of everyday fol ks, even pronised that life itself mght be

a thing of endl ess beauty and pleasure. |[|f only you would buy.
Carl, like nost of the throng, barely noticed the info overload. He
drifted al ong, enjoying the sensation of nmovenent. In the back of his

m nd was a short list: razor crene, thirty-day male birth contro
pills, a bottle of fat-depressant juice. Kate had been conpl ai ni ng
about the extra five pounds she'd picked up somewhere.

But his old instincts were not entirely comatose. Here and there he
spotted units of Hyper Mall security force, nostly in plainclothes, on
patrol. He couldn't explain just how he knew them except that arned
men and wonen hel d thenselves differently than others.

It was a conforting sort of feeling. Big conmpanies |ike Hyper Mal



could afford far better protection than that offered by public police
departments. Here in the mall itself, he wouldn't have to worry about
a wire head riot or a band of roving Pleb nuggers spoiling his peaceful
stroll. That interlude of conplacency vani shed when he saw a man and
worman on the next level up, pretending to be just another couple as

t hey | eaned against the rafting and watched him

He was too nuch the professional to stare directly at them He let his
gaze slide on by, then watched themw th his peripheral vision. He
could no nore explain how he recogni zed them for what they were than he
could tell someone how he picked out the mall security forces. But
this pair wasn't security although they shared sonething in common with
the rent-a-cops: they were arnmed to the teeth.

Not obviously, but Carl recognized the bunps and | unps in odd pl aces,
and the strange thickenings caused by even the |ightest of body arnor.
Prof essional s, hunters, killers--watching him

And he knew what that sharp, cold regard neant: he was the mark. Their
weapons were for him and that nmeant only one thing. Mybe didn't
wor k. Maybe woul dn't happen. Hubris was always puni shed. Only death,
wel | dressed and inevitable, was com ng here, com ng now, com ng for
hi m and t he baby.

He sped up a bit, weaving through the crowds, until he saw what he was
| ooking for. Up ahead, a young technocrat couple eyeballed the sights,
trailed by their cyberbuggy. He bent over as he reached the buggy,

spilling Jimy into the darkened interior before either of the couple
saw him
"Excuse me, nmall security,"” he said quickly to the young man. "We've

had a report of a child snatching. Wuld you activate your buggy's
def ense systen"

The young man stared at him bug-eyed. Then he gul ped, nodded, and

qui ckly pressed a small button on the side of his expensive watch. The
buggy made a warbling sound. An opaque black shield slipped over the
top, and a red warning |ight began to blink

signifying that the buggy's automatic weapon system was armed. "Shoul d
we | eave?" the man asked.

"I would,"” Carl said. "Via China Basin Station |ooks safe enough."
Then he strode on, pausing only to inpress the faces of the young
couple on his menory. It wasn't much, but maybe it woul d be enough. He

spotted the lighted entrance to a hotel up ahead and turned off the
slide walk He could feel soneone's stare boring into his back

The young couple or a gaze less friendly? He didn't turn to | ook



That woul d have been an ammteur nove, and, besides, he was about to be
very busy. He just couldn't allow any nore tine for sightseeing.

"he mark has left the slide wal k the heavyset, well-dressed man sub
vocalized into the microphone inplanted in his throat. "Roger, Number
One. Has he spotted you?"

"Don't know. Doubt it. He talked to a young couple for a second, but
then went on."

"Did he know t he coupl e?"
"Can't tell. You want ne to track then®?"

"No. Followthe mark. We'll pick up stragglers later, if
necessary.".

Now arnored figures were stopping, turning, heading in new directions
all over the mall. Converging on the mark, who had vani shed into the

| obby of the Hyper Mall Inperial Toyota Marriott "Base; | aminside the
hotel ," Nunber One reported. "Have you located the mark?" "Not yet,"
Number One said.

"Watch yourself. Full arnor backup on the way."

"Good," Nunber One replied. He scanned the |obby but didn't see the
mark. His briefing had included the mark's past history. |If the mark
had spotted him this would not be easy. In the end, though, the mark
couldn't escape. The only public ways off the island were via nonorai
or taxi pod and both those enbarkati on points were covered.

Nurmber One all owed hinmsel f a nmoment to wonder what one guy had done to
nmerit the commtnment of an entire Cass One forty unit SWAT team

Ti cked sonebody off hard, no doubt about that. Hard enough to earn a
premature funeral. Because that was the order of the day:

Locate and term nate.



tiron und Ritter, the venerable German weapons firm had been maki ng
superl ative handguns for over 250 years. So when the governnent of
Nouveau Quebec canme to themwith a specific problem they outdid

t hensel ves. The specs had been sinple; governnent police forces, tired
of being outgunned by terrorists liberally supplied with weapons from
synmpat hi zers in the United States, wanted sonething that would knock
down any human, no matter how shielded. A laser or maser woul dn't do:
one bi g enough to cut through heavy arnor would be far too large for a
single soldier or cop to wield. But S&R knew that for sheer stopping
power, the speeding bullet had never been equal ed.

So they cane up with the Stiron uncl Ritter Mdel .75 self propelled
m ni rocket launcher--a very long nane for a small guru The Mbodel ,75
| ooked like a large automatic pistol It held ten seventy-five caliber
rounds, each one a tiny rocket delivering an expl osi ve warhead nmade of
depl eted uranium This round was a mniaturized version of an old
tank-killer round, though it was self-propelled at very high speeds,
al nost elinmnating recoil and vastly increasing the force of inpact.

Techni cal specs aside, an S&R . 75 in the hands of soneone who knew
how to use it could destroy a good-sized reinforced concrete buil ding
with a single magazine. And 270 years after it had been created, the
current incarnation of it was still the nmpost powerful handgun ever
made.



-l ooki ng for a guy," Nunber One said.

He | eaned across the bar and showed the bartender a fresh hol ocube,
downl oaded fromthe nother ship only nonents before.

"Yes, sir," the bartender replied. "I haven't seen him though
Sorry." "Okay, listen, keep the cube. You spot him call this
nunber." "Yes, sir. Are you a police officer?"

Nurmber One fl ashed a hol obadge that said he was part of a federal crine
agency. He wasn't, although the |ID had been nade for himby a

di fferent federal agency--one the bartender had never heard of, and
never woul d.

"Wwuld you put it on ny reader, sir?."

Nunmber One nodded and set the small unit on the bar's credit reader
After a noment, when the little machi ne recogni zed the energency
government override, a green light flashed. The bartender handed it
back.

'rhank you, O ficer."

"Just call the nunber. And show the cube to the rest of your people,
okay?."

The bartender nodded. "Shift change in a couple of mnutes,” he said.
"I"ll pass it on." He glanced up as another bartender appeared at the
far end of the bar, wi ping his hands on a bar towel.

Nunmber One turned to | ook as well.

Carl wal ked directly across the | obby, searching for the sign he knew
he woul d see somewhere. Yes, sure enough: Enpl oyees Only.



He pushed through the door and found hinmself in a roomw th six

el evators. He opened one and saw that it went three | evels bel ow him
Hot el s al ways put enployee facilities in the | owest |evel of the

buil ding. He pressed the down button and waited.

The [ ong hal lway he entered thronged with people in various
uni f or ms- - housekeepers and bel | nen, waitresses and housenen, bartenders
and banquet waiters. Bartenders.

"Scuse ne, | just got called in for banquets--bar tending--and | need
to pick up a uniform™"

The young man nodded. "Furn right, go to the end, then right again.
Ask at the counter."

nan ks 1s it the same uniformas for front bartenders? |'m gonna
train for that, too."

The kid grinned. "White shirt, black vest, black pants. Hasn't
changed in three hundred years, | guess."

"Probably just feels that way. Thanks again." Carl waved and headed
of f. The attendant behind the counter |ooked hi mover

said, "Forty-four vest, right? And thirty-three waist on the pants?"
"You got a good eye."

"Qught to. Been doing it for twenty years." "Were's the nmen's | ocker
roon?" "Right behind you."

Carl changed, put his clothes into his backpack, and headed back the
way he'd corme.

He saw a manager. "Wich way to the |ounge? |'m supposed to
cross-train tonight."

"Where's your nane tag?"

"hey said they'd have one there for ne.

The manager nodded. "Be sure to wear it. Lounge is that way." He
pointed. Carl followed the direction, pushed through a door, and found
hinself in a small room behind the bar. He took a deep breath and

st epped through the curtained doorway, blinked, and caught his

beari ngs.

A bartender stood about hal fway down, hol ding a hol ocube. He was
talking to a customer, a heavyset, well-dressed man. They both turned
and stared at himas he entered. The bartender froze, then | ooked down
at the cube and back up again. The customer slowy slipped his right
hand inside his suit jacket.

Carl stepped closer and pulled back the bar towel a couple of inches,
exposi ng the awesonely | arge snout of his weapon. "Not one inch nore,"
he said softly to the custoner. "What the--?" the bartender
sputt er ed.



"Shut up," Carl said. He nodded at the custoner. "Tell him"

Nurmmber One's eyes had gone wide in a face suddenly bl eached the col or
of a freshly washed sheet. "That an S&R .75?"

Carl nodded. "Tell him" he repeated.

"Don't do nothing, buddy," Number One told the bartender. "Stay cool
"1l handle this."

Carl grinned tightly. "Yeah. You're doing a real good job right now.
Just keep it up. You, bartender."

" Huh?"
"Don't touch anything, don't say anything, don't do anything. Just
step over here to the back room you, me, and mster guest here. Al

friends together, going to | ook at something, right?" "Hey, buddy--"

"Do it," Nunmber One said. "He won't hurt you."

"That's right," Carl agreed. "You either, unless you feel very stupid
t oday. "
Nurmber One grunted. "I don't. Let's go."

SlowWy, the three retreated toward the end of the bar. Nunber One

st epped around and slipped into the back room being careful to keep
his hands in full view of Carl's watchful gaze. Nunber One had no
noral conpuncti on agai nst using an innocent bystander as a shield. But
a .75 would go through the bartender, his own body arnor, hinself, and
three or four concrete walls behind him No point in even thinking
about it.

"W

hat's going on? Wat the hell? Nunber One just dropped off the
net|"

"Huh? \Where is he? What happened?”
"WAs in the Marriott. Lounge area, | think. Nothing now "
"Ckay, okay. All team | eaders, detach squads and converge on Marriott.

Prepare to downl oad revi sed maps. Penetration teamtake the |ead, on
ny mark--now "



Once they were safely out of view, Nunber One raised his hands
slightly. "Now what? You want my piece?"

"Uh-huh. You know the drill. Careful."

"No problem" Nunmber One gingerly reached beneath his jacket and
pul | ed out an auto-stunner, commonly known as a buzz gun. He set it on
the floor.

"Good." Carl glanced at the bartender, then back at Nunber

One. "You got the standard field kit?" "Like what?" "Sleepy tine."
"Yeah. "

"Very good. Put the bartender down, please."

Nunmber One took out a small kit and extracted a cube about an inch
square. He adjusted a tiny dial on one side and said to the bartender
"It's a hypospray. Shoots a dose right through your clothes. This
will put you to sleep, no problem you won't even have a headache."

"Hey," the bartender said.

""Your choice, pal. M or that big dammed gun there. This way is |less
per manent, | guarantee it."

The bartender gul ped and cl osed his eyes. Nunmber one stepped cl oser
and touched his upper arm There was a sharp hissing noise. The
bart ender sank noiselessly to the floor

"Now what ?" Nunber One asked. "W got a Class One team aboard. You
don't seriously think--?"

Carl shrugged. "Wy not? Wsat have | got to | ose?"

"Beats ne," Number One replied. "You get smart, maybe we all wal k out
of here alive." He glanced at Carl's pistol. "If not, then maybe we
don't."

"You're awfully calm aren't you?"
Nurber One shrugged.

"A Cass One team So that neans--" He stepped closer and touched the
side of Number One's voice box lightly. "YoUre wired."



Nurmber One grinned. An explosion blew out the far end of the small
room knocki ng both men down.

A huge, booning el ectronic voice thundered: "Carl Johnson, you are
surrounded. Rel ease your hostages and cone out now. "

But Carl was already moving, rolling. He triggered two quick shots

t hrough the gapi ng hole at the shadowy arnored figures he saw beyond.
The noi se the .75 made was enornous: a sharp whooshi ng sound, then a
ringi ng expl osion, |like sonebody setting off a hand grenade beneath a
gi gantic cathedral bell

He kept on rolling until he was out of the roomand in the hallway
behind. He'd already cone this way. The hall enptied past the service
bar into the huge kitchen of the hotel. He dashed on through, then

qui ckly sl owed when he reached the kitchen proper

Enpl oyees ran past him heading for the bar to see what the conmotion
was all about. Red fire lights flashed in the ceilings. Carl wal ked
quickly to one of the deep-fat fryers, grabbed a pan, scooped up sone
of the hot grease, and tossed it onto a nearby stove.

Fl anes roared up, setting off the kitchen fire extinguisher system He
felt a wash of heat across his skull, snelled the distinctive stink of
burning hair. Inpenetrable billows of white powder blasted froma
dozen outlets, Idling the kitchen with fog. The fire alarm began to

bl eat .

Carl kept on going. Near the back of the kitchen was the waste
recycling room He ducked inside, reached down, and opened a hatch. A
slowy flowi ng, turgid stream of waste and garbage fl owed beneat h,

bound for underwater pipes that fed an onshore reprocessing plant.

"Ugh, " he said.

He went back to the kitchen doorway, ainmed, and triggered off severa
bl asts. Twenty yards away, the ceiling began to coll apse.

Wt hout another glance, Carl turned, took a deep breath, and dropped
down into the tube passage. A nonment |ater, he was gone.



A hundred yards offshore, just out fromthe China Basin recycling
plant, a nmuffled explosion roiled the cal mwaters. Noxi ous goop and
fetid odors bubbled to the surface, followed by Carl Johnson. He took
a deep breath, then struck out for shore.

Tresa and Patrick Kendall stared out the wi ndow as their nonorail car
paused at the China Basin Station. They were going farther, on to
Russian HlIl, but the view here was so ni ce.

"I think we nust be okay by now, " Teresa said. "Surely it's safe to
turn of f the buggy?"

Patrick, who still |ooked upset, glanced around. They were al one.
"Ckay," he said, and touched his watch.

The bl ack shield slid away as Teresa bent over the buggy. She stopped.
"Patrick!"

"What! \What's wong?"
But before she could tell him a tall dark man, hair burned off on one
side of his head, soaked to the skin and snelling of sewers, pushed

onto the car.

"Sorry, folks, one of themis mne." He scooped up Ji my, nodded, and
vani shed into the night.



He cane in low profile and fast--at |east as | ow and fast as he could
with an infant strapped to his chest and half his hair burned off.

He knew. But he didn't know, not with the bl ood-deep know edge t hat
cane of getting a good bear hug on disaster. And he needed that, to
sustain hinmself in the years to come, needed to see and snell and taste
the bitter dregs of failure.

There was a crowd, of course. The stench of ancient, fire-seared wood
and cheap, nelted plastic filled the flashing night. A hundred
separ at e comuni cati on channel s scratched on the busy darkness. The
ni ght was electrified with death.

He pulled the blue knit watch cap down | ow over his skull, masking the
burn that disfigured his scalp. The cap had rested in his backpack for
nearly a year, along with the Stiron und Ritter rocket gun, extra

am no, ten thousand dollars in gold coins, a folding conbat knife, and
three sets of false identification. He had been prepared--just not
prepared enough. His own ruthl essness had nore than net its match

Now his nostrils twitched at an old and horribly famliar stink-the
rich, greasy aroma of burned flesh. Human flesh. He couldn't get any
cl oser without giving up the protection of the crowd that surrounded
him There was a police line, of course; arnored and shiel ded men and
worren, heavily arnmed, their voices buzzing and i nhuman, filtered

t hrough vocoders so their identities could never be anal yzed.

"Stay back. It's all over," one of themgrowed. "Go on hone." Good
advice. Except if home is where the heart is, he thought to hinself,
then that's nmy hone over there, that steaming charnel pit still glow ng

over whatever shreds remain of the only wonman | ever | oved.

And just in that nmonent, but for the tiny bit of humanity sheltering
next to his heart, Carl would have thrown hinsel f against that |ine and
joined her, yes, and taken a few of the bastards with himto light his
way to hell.



But Ji mmy squirmed, and Carl's foot bunped agai nst something heavy on
the street. He |ooked down, then slowy squatted. The force of the
expl osions had burned off its covers and blown it this far, and the
water fromthe fire sprays had soaked it and swollen it into something
puf fy and malignant. Neverthel ess, he picked it up carefully. In the
uncertain strobing light he could still nmake out the words: Anerican
Quot ations, by Gorton Carruth and Eugene Ehrlich, published by W ngs
Books in the long-forgotten year of 1992.

Wth trenbling fingers he placed the book in his backpack. Then he
turned and stared at the barren hole and the wasted enmbers that stil
burned in its heart.

He whi spered, "She's labored long in ny vineyard. And she's
tired--She's weary--Go down, Death, and bring her to ne."

And he could hear her voice as he turned to trudge away from her
forever:

"Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Go Down, Death."

Al most as if she spoke from beyond the grave. And in sone chill, awful
way he al nost envied her. She was gone, but he remai ned, and woul d
have to go on

He vowed that his vengeance would be terrible, and in the end, it was
t hough not the way he expect ed.



The space cruiser grew slowy | arger against the vast sweep of stars;
shining, white, overwhelnming in its power. Jimy Endicott hung in the
virtual dark, in utter silence, his heart pounding at the approach of
the great ship. He could snell the tang of his own nervous sweat,
al nost feel the vacuum strain agai nst the inmponderable mass of the
vessel. It was a perfect meshing of man and machi ne that, for him
enbodi ed the hi ghest hopes and deepest dreanms of all hunmanki nd.

Soneday | will be apart of you, and you of nme. Soneday you will cal
me Capt ai n.

The spl endor of endl ess space was breathtaking. Jimy felt a nonmentary
vertigo, as if he were actually falling forward into the approaching
maw of the cruiser. Reflexively he put his hands for ward to shield
hinself fromthe inpact' Jimry Turn that thing off. Dinner's on the
table, birthday boyo. Eat it nowor I'mthrowing it to the hogs."

The ship began to break up before his eyes; long cracks snaked across
its perfect surface, showi ng fading stars beneath. Then, as he reached
up and gently tugged the cyberjack fromits socket beneath his right
ear, the entire virtual vision vanished, and he found hinmself staring
at the nundane walls of his room

Jimy blinked and gl anced at the doorway. "Hogs? Where' d you fred a
hog, Mon? Can | have five m nutes?"

"Five mnutes? You sure that's all?" Tabitha Endicott said. "Sure,
Mom Just one little thing..."



" Uh- huh. "

He swng his swivel chair until it faced his desk. "Computer, generate
file '"acadeny application' and print it."

oligingly, his "axe"--the name everybody used for Universal Access
Units, the mraculously small machi nes that all owed access to the
InterWsrl dWeb, also called the Wbbly for reasons nobody renenbered
anynor e--responded by printing out a copy of his prelimnary
application for entrance into the Solis Space Acadeny.

He cl osed his eyes as he visualized that |egendary mlitary space
school on distant Terra, thirty light-years fromhis small roomin a
house in Prima City, the capital of Wl fbane, the first interstellar
human col ony. \What a | eap, of both distance and i magination. But he
woul d make it, he prom sed hinmself. He would become part of the quest,
as humanity took its first steps into the far reaches of the universe.
O, he thought, feeling enbarrassed at his own nel odrama, he would die

trying.

He checked over the application a final time, naking sure that
everything was filled out correctly. It was just a prelimnary
application, but Solis Acadeny took only the best of the best, and the
entrance process was |long and grueling. Small m stakes counted. The
earlier he started, the better his chances woul d be.

Name, Janes No-M ddle-Initial Endicott. Age, sixteen. As of today, at
least... Height, five feet, eleven inches. Wight, 165 pounds. Hair,
dark brown. Eyes, green

Interests: Weight training, taste kwan do martial arts, track and
field, conputers, theater, exobiol ogy, personal weapons training, He
stared at this litany. Hi s |ife had al ways been a busy one. But did
this look too nuch like the Iifestyle of a boy unhealthily obsessed?
Striving a little bit too hard for perfection, naybe? He shook his
head. Ask Dad about it, see what he says.

Parents. Carl and Tabitha Endicott. What a banal entry for the two
peopl e who nmeant nore than anything in the world to him \What could he
say? Mmand Dad, and that was it. All and everything.

"Supply conpl ete genotype records for applicant and parents.” That
woul d be the subject of the conversation at dinner. Part of his little
surprise

Today was his birthday. He knew they woul d pl an something special for

hi m toni ght, and now he would do the sane. He tried to inmagi ne how his
dad woul d feel when he showed himthe application. He had always told

him "Son, do your best. You night as



wel | aimas high as you can, and put everything you have into it.
There is no shame in failure, only in never having tried at all."

Jimy Endicott nodded to himself. It was good advice, and now, wth
this scrap of intelligent paper, he took the first step down the |ong
road of fulfilling it.

He stood, fol ded the paper and stuck it in his shirt pocket, then
headed for the bathroomto wash his hands. He was sixteen. He stil
did what his nbomtold himto do.

He humed softly while the fresher sprayed water and odorl ess

di sinfectant on his palns. There night be no shame in failure, but he
didn't care. He had no intention of discovering whether that was true
or not. Failure?

Failure was for other people.

Their small house was not the nost nodern in the Terran Col ony on

Wl f banenor was Wl f bane, as far as it went, as nmodern as far-off
Terra itself. But for a sixteen-year-old boy, both the house and the
worl d were just about as okay as they could be.

He cane out into the main roomand saw that it was al ready configured
as a meal room Usually that was his chore, to instruct the house
conputer as to how to arrange the self-constructing furniture, the
scent of the air, the tenperature, the hol ographic decorations. He
nodded with approval at the fire that crackled in the fireplace, and

i nhal ed deeply of the piquant woodsy snmoke. Not real snoke, of course.
Humanity had learned its | essons fromthe Terran ecocol | apse of two
centuries before.

H s father glanced up fromwhere he sat at the dinner table, poring
over a chip reader. Morre business, no doubt, Jinmmy thought. Carl
Endicott ran a small security service, and worked far harder than Ji nmy
t hought was good for him Part of that opinion, Jimy knew, was sinple
selfishness. He loved his father and wanted nore tine with him

"You wash your hands, son?" Carl asked.



Jimy grinned and raised the appendages in question. "Cl ean as a
baby' s behind."

H s father |aughed. "You haven't had nuch experience al ong those
lines, son, or you'd never use an exanple like that."

Jimy pulled out a chair and slid into his place. As he settled
hinsel f, he heard his npbther's soft, clear voice behind himin the
tradi tional refrain:

"Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, dear
Ji my, happy birthday to you"

H s father, whose singing voice was notoriously awful, smiled and
humred al ong, then clapped his hands at the finale, and said, "And nany
nore, son."

H's morn placed a snmall birthday cake on the table. "I baked this, not
a machine," she told everybody. "I hope it's edible."

Jimy pointed at the candles. "Sixteen candles. Wen do we |ight
t hen®?"

"After | turn off the snoke detectors,"”
f ace.

his father said with a straight

Jimy turned. "You nean you | earned your |esson fromyour | ast
birt hday?. What was it? A hundred candl es, sonething |ike that?"

Tabi t ha Endi cott brought a large platter to the table. "All your
favorites, Jimy. Fried chicken, biscuits, gravy, corn on the cob and
chocol ate chip cooki e dough ice creamto go with your cake!"

She seated herself at the end of the table and began to serve food onto
the plates. "Carl, | think your work can wait a little while, can't
it? I1t/s a special night, after all."

Her husband gl anced up, a faint frown curving his lips and creasing his
forehead. He seened about to say sonething, but caught the anxious

| ook in her eyes and nodded instead. "You're right, Tab. Sonetines I
don't know when enough is enough." He snapped shut his reader and
slipped it into his shirt pocket.

"Well," he said, rubbing his hands together. his smells wonderful!"

After a while, Jimy said, "lhat was great, Mom Is it time for ice
cream and cake yet ?"

"You finished your veggi es, buddy?" his dad asked.
"I love corn on the cob. Now if it had been spinach..."

"Spi nach on your birthday? What kind of nonster do you think | an®"
hi s not her asked.

The best, Morn. You're the best.” "Hey. What about me?" his dad
asked. "Uh, you're okay too, Dad." Jimy grinned.



"Ckay?. Is that all? Just okay?"
"Well, maybe a little better than okay."

"Hmph. Well, if that's the case, maybe | ought to find sonebody el se
to give this to..." Carl reached down and retrieved a brightly w apped
package and placed it on the table.

It was about the right size. Jimmy's eyes widened. "Dadl You're the
best. Really, |I'mserious, you are."

"Your sudden feror wouldn't have anything to do with this package,
would it? | nmean, not that 1'ma cynical old dog or anything."

"Dadl How could you think such a thing? You know I |ove you just for
what you are. Really. Now can | open it? Huh? Please?"

"I don't know. You don't sound sufficiently sincere to nme. Tab, how
about you? Does he sound sincere?"

"Carl, quit teasing him" She turned to face Jimy. "Son, | agreed to
this because you' ve al ways shown ne you have good sense. And because
thi nk you are mature enough for the responsibility. But | just want
you to remenber to be careful, and keep in mnd everything you' ve

| earned. "

Jimy felt a surge of joy. This was a fam liar enough nom | ecture,
mld but concerned, but in this context, it meant the box could contain
only one thing. A huge smile began to stretch across his features.

"Dad? Mrn? Can | open it now?"

Carl nodded with nock sternness. "l guess so. Here you go." He
handed t he package across the table. Jinmmy took it eagerly, his hands
dropping only slightly at the deceptively heavy wei ght of the box and
its contents. His fingers flew at the bow, the tape. He lifted away
the top and breathed softly: "Jeez, it is. OCh, you guys, thank you!"

"You will be careful ?" his nmomrepeated.

"Ch, Mom of course. Something like this, you have to be." And for an
instant, Jimmy's innate seriousness shone through his normally cheerful
when. Carefully, he lifted it out of its fitted case and hefted it

[ightly.

"An S&R .75, just like yours, Dad," he breathed. "OCh, thank you both.
|'ve been wanting one like this forever!"

H s dad gl anced at his nom Both smled, although Tabitha still showed
thin creases of worry at the bridge of her nose.

"I figured you had just about outgrown that little twenty-two | aser
pi stol simulator you' ve been practicing with all these years. Maybe
you didn't notice, but there's nore."



Ji my pl aced the heavy, gl eanm ng weapon on the tabletop and pi cked up
the box. A slip of paper fluttered out. He picked it up and read
it.

"Dad! You okayed ne for the adult training range! ©Ch, man, this is
just perfect! This is the best birthday eveH'

Whi ch was the thought still running through his gl ow of happiness as
hi s nmot her brought out heaping bow s of ice cream Everybody appl auded
when he bl ew out his candles with a single puff. Perfect, indeed.

And it stayed that way for al nost an hour | onger.

o, Dad, why is it we rejoice at a birth and grieve at a funeral ?"

Carl grinned. "Cause we aren't the person involved. Mark Twain said
it."

"Good," Jinmy replied. "Were?"
"Pudd' nhead WIson."
"Smart guy that you are,"” Jimy told him "Your turn."

"Furn?" Carl replied. 1'he rascals out, you nmean?" He grinned
expectantly.

"Un Tricky. OCh, turn the rascals out. Got it. Geeley's Libera
Republ i can Party slogan. Eighteen seventy-two, | think it was."

"Check the book?" Carl glanced at the ancient volume, its charred
covers now encased in unbreakable plastic, that rested on the coffee
tabl e.

"Nope, I"'mright."

Carl thought about it. "Yeah, | think you are. Gkay, now you." "You
know, | can't always be right," Jimry said softly, alnobst nusing. "So
my struggle is to do ny best; to keep nmy brain and consci ence cl ear
never to be swayed by unworthy notives or inconsequential reasons, but
to strive to unearth the basic factors involved and then do ny
duty..."

"That's a nmout hful, son, even in paraphrase--and so it was back



when Dwi ght David Ei senhower first said it, over three centuries ago,
in 1943."

Ji my nodded. "Duty. You know how it is. Wen duty whispers | ow,
Thou rnust, the youth replies, | can."

Carl stared at him Even Tabitha had put down her reading-she didn't
like to play the ganme as seriously as her two nmen did-and now wat ched
the byplay with a questioning gaze.

"Ral ph Wal do Enmerson," Carl told himabsently. "The Voluntaries, in
1863. A strange and terrible tine for the United States, Jimy. |Is
there sonmething you're trying to tell nme?"

Jimy's cheeks flushed. Wbrdlessly he fished in his shirt pocket and
took out the folded application. "Duty calls, Dad," he said quietly,
and handed the scrap over

Forehead wrinkled, Carl Endicott scanned the paper. He exhaled slowy
as he read and puffed his lips in and out. Once, he shook his head, as
i f sonething pained him \When he finished, he returned the
application.

"You haven't filed this, have you?"

Ji my shook his head, puzzled. "No, not yet. | need your genotype and
Mom s, too. |s sonething wong?."
Carl's icy blue eyes fixed on him "Wll, yes, | imagine there is,

Jimy. You can't transmt this in."

A nonpl ussed expression spread across Jimy's features. "Wll, not
right away. | still need to get--"

Carl shook his head. "No, that's not what | nean. You can't apply for
the Space Acadeny at all. Ever. It's just not sonething you will ever
be able to do."

He watched his son's expression crunble, but his tone never wavered.
"I"'msorry," he said. "It's--l1"msorry."

Jimy could hear his father talking in |Iow tones out in the living room
with his morn. There was worry in the sound, but he couldn't nmake out
t he individual words.



He roll ed over on his stomach and pounded his fist into his pillow
What in the heck was going on? There were many things about his father
he did not understand; but he had never considered himto be an
arbitrary or unreasonabl e nman.

True, Jimy did not always understand exactly what his father's
intentions were, nor why Carl mght wish himto do or learn certain
things in certain ways. But he had always trusted his father to have
his son's best interests at heart. NMore inportant, he had al ways taken
it for granted that Carl |oved him

Al of which made it nearly inpossible for himto conprehend his
father's actions now Carl had offered no expl anations, nor had he
sai d anything beyond his first flat refusal. But that was not the

wor st; the nost damagi ng, the nost inexplicable thing--and by far the
nost intol erable--was the idea that he nust sonmehow choose between his
father's wi shes and the one ruling passion of his young life--to enter
t he Space Acadeny and, ultimtely, command one of the great white ships
of Terra.

He cl osed his eyes, but the vision of his father's gaze, cold and

i npenetrable, would not [eave him And the worst thing was that other
thing he thought he saw in his father's eyes, something he'd never seen
bef ore, and never expected to see.

The expression that frightened hi mbeyond even his own anger. It was
fear. His father was afraid. But of what?

Carl Endicott |leaned forward till his face was inches from Tabitha's
and whi spered intently, "Honest to god, Tab, anything but this."

She shook her head back and forth. "Carl, | don't understand. What is
the big deal? W' ve both known for years that Jinmy is star struck He
certainly hasn't made any secret of it. So why the big surprise

now?"

"But the Acadeny."



"Do you know any other way to nmake starship captain?"

He rolled his eyes. "I thought it was just a kid thing, a phase.

Li ke wanting to grow up to be a cowboy or sonething."

"Carl, Jimy is sixteen. Alittle old for that kind of daydream ng
don't you think?"

H s voice was sad. "Yeah. | guess he grew up when | wasn't | ooking

"No, you were looking, all right. But sonetines, Carl, | think you
only see what you want to see."

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

She nade an exasperated clicking sound in her throat. "You can be a
pretty straight-ahead guy, Carl. Don't worry, it's one of the things I
married you for, but nmaybe for Jimmy it can be a little confusing."
‘rab, he can't apply to the Acadeny."

"Why?.  Why not ?"

"Because of the genotypes."

"Cenotypes? What in the world does that have to do with any thing?"
But he wouldn't tell her. He just shook his head, stood up, and said,

"I guess |'d better go talk to him No point in putting it off any
| onger. "

She nodded. "He's been waiting al nost an hour."
"No," he replied. "l've been waiting sixteen years."
Ji my?."

The lights were low, the small room plunged into shadow. Jinmy was a
darker lunp sprawl ed across the bedspread. Carl squinted, trying to

make himout. "Alittle light, maybe?" he said. "whatever you want,
Dad. "
So it's going to be like that, Carl thought. 'Talk a little?"

"I thought you already said everything you had to say: Sounded pretty
final."



Carl Endicott seated hinself on the edge of the bed, touched Jimmwy's
shoul der, then withdrew his hand as the boy flinched angrily away.

"I understand how you feel, son," Carl said softly. "Do you want to
tal k about why you can't submt that application?"

Jimy grunted. "It sounds like there isn't any way to change your
mnd--and if that's so, then why are we tal king about it at all?"

"Because I'm .. I'myour father, son. |'d do anything in the world not
to hurt you--and |I know how nuch this does hurt. But sometines you
have to take the things your father tells you to do on faith, sinply
because he is your father."

Jimy fl opped over on his side, angry gaze ainmed at Carl's face.
"Really? Do it because | say so? Don't think, just obey? I|I'msorry,
Dad, but that doesn't sound |ike anything you ve ever taught nme to do.
If you ever taught ne anything, it was to use ny brain, to think for

nmyself. |s that what this is? Doesn't feel nmuch like it."

Carl winced. "I know, son. It doesn't fit very. well, does it?"
"No, not at all. So why can't you talk to ne? At |least give ne a
reason?"

But, pain still evident on his drawn features, Carl only shook his
head. "I1... | just can't, son. For your own good. Even for my good
You'll just have to accept that, and trust me, Jimy."

The boy heaved hinself back the other way, away fromhis father's
angui shed gaze. He was silent for a long nonent. Then he sighed, a
| ong, drawn-out shuddery sound that m ght al nost have been a sob

"All... all right, Dad. |If that's all you can say, | guess I'll have
to accept it. You're ny dad, after all. But would you do nme a favor?"
"What ?"

"Wuld you call me Jimfromnow on? | guess what you're telling nme is
that 1'mall grown-up now, able to take orders like a man. So if I'm
grown-up, |I'mnot Jimy anynore. Call me Jim"

Carl stood up and stared down at the boy, understanding that sone
tremendously inportant nonent in both their |ives had just occurred,
but unable to define it exactly, or deal with it in any effective
manner. |n the end he just shook his head and si ghed.

"I love you... Jim

"I love you too, Dad. But this is hard. Real hard," JimEndicott
said. He exhaled softly. "I1'Il try, though. | really will try."

Carl |eaned over and patted himawkwardly on the shoulder. "That's al
| can-ask, son."



But as he stared into his son's eyes, he knewit was a lie. He was
asking nore than that. One hell of a lot nore.

The night was soft and breezy as Jimcl anbered out the w ndow of his
room He had | ong before gi mm cked the house conputer not to notice
his departure in this manner

Over head, Wl fbane's twi n noons bounced |ike gol den pinballs across a
sky crowded with stars. Prima City was a far different proposition

t han what Ji m m ght have known centuries earlier; it had been pl anned
fromthe beginning to respect its environnent and to enhance its niche
in Wl fbane's ecology. Prima emitted no noxi ous funes, polluted no
wat er tabl es, hogged no non replaceable resources. It was |lighted

pl easi ngly, and silent enough that the sound of the w nd was what Jim
heard nmost as he jogged silently down enpty gravl anes toward the

anci ent museum near the edge of town.

Even for a teenager, Jimwas in excellent shape, thanks to the rigorous
conditioning prograns he'd followed since he was ten years old. His
breat hi ng was unchanged, and he'd barely broken a sweat by the time he
reached the crunbling wall that nmarked the outer boundary of the
museum

It was but a nonment's effort to clanber over the broken stones of the
fence, and then he began to walk slowly toward the snmall ferroconcrete
building in the center of the conpound, and the flag that drifted in
the wind and the eternal flane before that buil ding.

He stopped when he cane to the bowl of living fire on the narrow pl aza
which held the flag, and bowed his head. After a nmoment he opened his
eyes and read, as he had many times before, the nanes on the prinmtive
bronze plaque that stood on a tripod above the dancing fl ane.

H s |lips moved as he whispered softly, "Captain Del evard Johi nba
Li eut enant Sheila Finch. Commander Jason Mohanmadan. Corporal..."



It took himten mnutes to finish the litany, though he had nenorized
t hose holy names years ago. Mankind's first push into interstellar
space had not come without a terrible price--and these were the many

nanes of that ongoing payment. It was this menorial, now nearly
forgotten by the local residents, that the star faring ones still cane
to visit.

Ji m had wat ched them many tines--the nmen and wonen of Terra's space
forces, fromthe |owiest deckhand to the npbst exalted admiral: they
cane here with no fuss, and stood for a noment with their heads bowed
in silent tribute to those who had gone before.

It was this that Ji mthought of now, as he stood with his own head
bowed, the litany of nanes rolling down the thunder of history into his
m nd and heart.

G ve up the Space Acadeny and his dreans? Betray these men and wonen
who had given their lives in blazing the trail of his own, and
manki nd's, future?

He stood for a long tine, his face twisted with pain. Finally he
uttered a single sob, shook his head, and turned away.

H s father was his father, but he was Jim no |onger Jimy, no |longer a
child. He would make his own deci sions now.

The plaque said that even heroes died, but that was okay. Fanilies
grew up and apart, children matured, the |inks between father and son
changed, became different. Heroes passed away, and it was all okay, it
was life.

As long as the dreamstill lived.

Jimstared blindly into the shivering, w nd-whipped flane at his
feet.

I love himnore than anybody in the whol e universe, but what he asks is
too hard. Father or not, the dreamlives. M dreamwhich is only a
spark of humanity's greater drearru

He could do al nbst anything for his father. Anything but let that
dreamdie. He loved Carl Endicott, but in the end, he |oved the dream
nmore. He thought of the quotation gane he and his parents had pl ayed
for years. Wat had Julius Caesar said?

|lacta alea es. The die is cast.

He turned his eyes up, to where the eternal stars burned, and saw
hi nsel f going out in the great white ships of Earth.



He would not | et the dreamdie.
CHAPTER TWD

Ji mworked up a good sweat on his nmorning run. He was glad. The
normal ity of his usual routines helped to cleanse the rancid nenories
of the night before fromhis turbul ent thoughts. He needed a clear
head. He had decisions to make.

Prima was a deceptive city. Mich of it was underground, especially the
grittier parts, so that the urban area was an attractive blend of

wel | -trimred forest and carefully maintained gravl anes, traced through
nei ghbor hoods where single-famly units snuggl ed behind | eafy screens.
The only indication that this was a high density region was the |arge
nunber of gravcars rushing silently along the | anes as he stepped up
hi s pace near the end of his run

He pounded to a halt at the edge of the public recreation center

Sweat dripped fromhis thick brown hair into his green eyes, stinging a
bit. He bent over, put his hands on his knees, shook his head, and sent
a spray of perspiration flying. Then he straightened up and checked
the Iink bracelet at his wist. Heart rate, ninety one Not bad, after
conpleting an eight-mle run

The Prima Recreation Center was across the central gravlane fromthe

pl anetary admi ni stration building, and got a |ot of use. Jimglanced
across a wide stretch of neatly cropped grass and saw several men and
worren, all ages and sizes, wearing the traditional white coat and pants
of the ancient Terran martial arts.

They were part of his class. He was alnost late. He sucked in a deep
breath, sw ped hair out of his face, put his head down, and took off at
a dead run.



An hour | ater, showered and freshly conbed, feeling cheerfully drained
and, to his relief, nuch better than he had the night before, Jim
stepped out of the main doors of the rec center and squinted at the

bl oated orb of Krager One, the sonmewhat elderly and mldly fading star
around whi ch Wl f bane orbited.

He checked his wisflink again, then whispered, "Schedul e?"

oediently, the link beeped once, then spoke in a tinny whine: "You
have forty-five nmnutes free. Then your first class of the day,
advanced cal culus with Doctor Bernau. Doctor Bernau has transnmitted a
message to all his students: Today is a neeting day. Please go to the
physi cal classroomin person, rather than the virtual schoolroom"" The
little unit clicked. "Wuld you like me to construct a hol ographi c map
with verbal directions?"

Ji m shook his head. H's wist link was an old nodel, and tended to
take things very literally. Sonetimes it sounded nore than a lit He
stupid. But it was an utterly reliable connection to his axe, his
access box, and he saw no need to replace it with a newer, fancier
nodel .  Such deci sions were a kind of hardheaded practicality he'd
pi cked up fromhis father without really noticing he had done so.

"No," he told it. "I know the way." And, as it happened, his
destinati on was only about two minutes fromthis very spot. So he had
forty-five mnutes of freedomin his otherw se usually nonstop
schedul e.

He | oped across the wi de | awn, his open, cheerful expression draw ng
friendly waves from fol ks wal king or sitting beneath tall trees and
chatting. He found his own tree and pl opped hinself down in its

wel cone shade. It |ooked something |ike an oak, but snelled very nuch
like a pine; as a species it had been created ninety years before in
the genetics |ab of the col ony-class spaceship Wl fbane, just prior to
pl anet fall

He cl osed his eyes and | eaned back against its silken anber bark
relishing the soft breeze on his cheeks and the scent of springtine
tulips in his nostrils. For a nonent he let his thoughts drift, but
t hen, sighing, he focused his attention once again upon the matter at
hand.

On the face of it, everything he had ever learned told himto do it one
way: if his father said he nust trust him then that rmust be true. His
father | oved himand would not harm himand had only his best interests
at heart. And, in his innernost thoughts, he did believe that. But..
H s father was wong. O, rather, he could not accept that his father
was right, not this tine. So what could he do about it?

He sat and chewed on the inside of his cheek and wat ched the



sl ow passage of Horus, the daytime nmoon, a red coin drifting across a
bl ue-green sky. After a tinme he understood the problem Sonmehow, in
some way, his father m sunderstood the situation. He did not
conprehend just how nuch going to the Space Acadeny neant to his only
son. So, while he was not---could not-be wong, it was possible for
himto be... mstaken

As he concluded this torturous bit of analysis with so happy a result,
he | ooked up and smled at the sky. He felt suddenly light as a soap
bubble, as if he might float off into the bl ue-green vastness overhead.
Not wrong. M staken. And m stakes could be handled. Could be
rectified.

The answer seened sinple enough. Prove it to him Show hi m how nmuch
the Acadeny neant. And there was only one way to do that.

Jimraised his watch to his lips. "Axe," he said, "upload file
"acadeny application' to Terra Net address currently linked to file."

Just like that, that quickly and easily, it was done. A very w se man
had once, |ong before, remarked upon the ease of the conputer-aided
worl d by noting that one coul d now nake m stakes one hundred tines
faster than before, thus opening limtless new vistas in mankind's
ever - expandi ng search for progress.

Jimwaited until a soft buzzing told himthe application, with his
father's genotype though not his nother's--had been nailed. He had
spent the late hours the night before hacking into his parent's private
flies, which was the principal cause of today's guilty feelings.
Because it was missing his noms data, the application would be
returned for amendnent. O so he hoped. |In the nmeantime, he would do
his best to be a perfect, obedient son. And when the application was
returned with the request for further information--he could not believe
it would be rejected out of hand--then he would show his father by his
own actions how unfair it was to banish the dream For by returning
the application with a request for further data, the Acadeny woul d be
telling Carl Endicott that, no matter how mi staken his ideas were, his
son had at |east a chance of being admitted into its hall owed halls.

He felt the tiniest flash of unease and grimy pushed it fromhis

t houghts. He had never disobeyed his father in any neani ngful way.
Only by convincing hinmself that he had not di sobeyed himin this
matter, not really, had he been able to do what he had just done. Yet
he was still young enough to know the snell of his own bullshit when it
filled his nental nostrils.

He knew that he had crossed yet another threshold. Unfortunately, he
had no idea how great a step it had been--nor that it had been far
greater than he'd inagined.



Carl, what is it? Jimy?" Carl sipped his coffee, put it down, and
knuckl ed his red eyes. He looked as if he hadn't slept at all. There
wer e dark shadows beneath his eyes. His skin | ook raw and tender

"I think his nanme is Ji mnow. "
Tabi t ha Endi cott had al ready heard an abridged version of the story,

| ate the night before, while her husband tossed and turned beside her
in their bed. Now she shook her head. "Don't take that too much to

heart, Carl. | think it's just the hurt and surprise talking."
He gl anced across his coffee at her. "Do you think |I'ma nonster, too,
Tab?"

She shook her head, mldly exasperated at this nelodramatic turn in her
usual | y stodgy husband, Her short blond hair caught the |ight,

reveal ing strands of silver. Carl saw, and for some reason this
saddened him Tine went on, children grew up, w ves grew ol der, the
wor | d changed, even love grew dull and confortable. |If only it were
true! But it wasn't. Sone things never changed at all. Sone burdens
you carried forever.

"Monster? O course he doesn't think you're a nonster. Like | said,
he's just hurt. And confused. He doesn't understand. And

can't say that's so strange. | don't really understand either."

"I haven't been what you'd call a good provider, have |?"

Her expression grew nore concerned. "Don't be silly. This self pity
doesn't suit you, Carl. W live well enough. W don't go hungry.
Anyt hi ng that boy wants, any |esson, any piece of equipment, any tool

he gets it. And |'ve certainly never felt.." deprived.”

She paused, eyes thoughtful, searching for the right words. "Carl, |
know there are things you think you can't tell me. W' ve been together

along tinme. | knew what kind of bed | was making for nyself when
married you, and | did it willingly[ You' re a good man, Carl Endicott,
even if you are too hard on yourself." She shook her head. "I didn't

want a hero. Only a man. A good man."

He raised his eyes to her face. "You think I, ma good man, Tab?"



"OfF course | do. Do you think I would willingly marry a bad nman?

O stay with him if he'd nmanaged to fool ne in the first place?" He
shrugged. "Do you want to know why |'m doing this?" She shook her
head. "Not unless you want to tell nme." "You know there is only one
reason | don't tell you..." "That it would hurt me, or put nme in
danger sonehow. " "You do understand, then."

"Yes, Carl, |I do. Jimmy |loves you, but don't forget--1 do, too.

He grinned faintly. "Even when we've noved half a dozen tines?
Changed j obs, even changed pl anets? W changed nanes once, when he was
three and didn't notice the difference, renmenber?.”

"We've tal ked about it. | asked if you were a crimnal, if we were
running fromthe [aw "

"No, | told you then. |[|'ve done nothing wong."

"Well, then." She patted the back of his hand. "He'll be better

once he cal ns down and thinks about it.
"I wish it didn't have to be this way."
She smled. "There are worse things could happen to the boy."

He only nodded glumy. In his mnd s eye, he saw the burni ng weckage
of a cottage, inmagined the |aughing chatter of nurderers.

"l know," he told her. And to us, too.

In the darkness of Jims bedroomthe little tattletale fluttered Iike a
tiny red flag a few i nches above his axe. He slid into the chair
bef ore his desk, and whispered, "Wat is it?"

oligingly the nmachine replied at the same nearly inaudible |evel.
"Confirmation received from T Terra Net "Application delivered

SSA-renmote local, tine 21:04. Forwarded 21:05 local." Do you want the
detail s?"

Ji m shook his head. He didn't want the details. Already. he felt the
greasy lunp of guilt curdling in his stomach, burning behind his
breastbone. But it was too late now, wasn't it? He'd already done it,
di sobeyed his father.



For only the best, npbst honorabl e of reasons, of course.

He was surprised to find this didn't seemto make any difference in how
awful he felt. He was not old enough to have much practice in

sel f-deception, even if his native honesty had been so spurious as to
allowit.

"Ji nP"

It sounded strange, hearing his nom who had al ways call ed hi m Ji nmy,
now call himJim "Are you hone?"

"I"'mhere, Mom" They nust have tal ked, his nomand dad. He would
have |iked to have been a fly on the wall for that. Then he shook his
head. Add eavesdropping to his other crimes of disobedience,

di sloyalty, betrayal? Sure. No doubt that woul d nmake him fee

better.

He had occupi ed nost of the day in thought about what he'd done, and as
a consequence the day had not gone pleasantly. Now, sitting in the
broodi ng silence of his room he felt nore wetched than he had ever
felt before. It was an adult feeling, he thought to hinself, and now
he was learning the terrible bite of that adult lament: if only!

He' d thought this caveat an arcane bit of adult blather, but now that
he found himself living with the slow, corrosive drip of his own guilt,
it no longer seened so trivial. Instead, it nade himache with that
curiously unchfldlike enotion of regret.

Call me Jim he'd told them |'man adult now. How brave. How. ..
chi | di sh.

"No," he whispered at last. "I didit, but he has to know. There is
no other way. | have to tell hint

As soon as he whispered this to hinself, the word pushed himto the
deed- - al t hough the deed felt better, nore honest, nore correct than the
one he had done this norning.

He gl anced at his axe as he left the room and for a noment regretted
how easily, in the nodern age, the will night becone the action, not
just in this nonment of decision, but earlier. He had barely thought of
sendi ng the application, and it was done. Now he had to think of the
consequences, and take further action

There is, he thought, a valuable |esson to be |learned fromthis.

He resolved to discern exactly what it mght be.

Adul t hood. How conplicated it is.

But confession, he thought, renenbering sonething froma half forgotten
| esson, is good for the soul

| hope.



In a vireo, a virtual reality video, it mght have been some vast room
or hive, swarm ng with busy technicians, black-clad warriors abuzz with
frantic purpose. In the reality it was nmundane, alnost boring. After
a chain of nmachines had done their work and shifted the results one
fromthe other, the extracted product was copied to the electronic

i nbox of a highly placed executive assistant. The assistant sat in a
smal |, gray-walled cubicle where both obtrusive sounds and the higher
et hi cal perceptions were decently nuffl ed.

Thi s woman, who functioned nore or |less as a barely perneabl e nenbrane,
was | ong accustoned to straining gold fromdross. The tiny nugget
attracted her attention i mediately, and she opened it up like a bit of
the npbst exquisite origam, the better to examine its inplications.

This process took 1.3 mnutes. At the end of it she rose and wal ked
pur poseful |y through the door behind her desk, then across ten yards of
vel vety bl ack carpet to the front of a desk that had been carved out of
a solid block of onyx. Had anybody watched her progress, that one

m ght have t hought of cats. "Yes?"

"There has been a possible match on one of the probabl e genones,"” she
said. "The results are on your machine."

A hol oscreen appeared, gl owed, vani shed.

"I see. The Space Academny." A pause. "Very well. Please have
Conmander Steele report to ne.”

She did not have to check anything. The whereabouts of Conmander
Steel e were somet hing she kept herself current on at all tinmes.

"Commander Steele is in the Singaporean Empire, at Kuala Lumpur,
dealing with certain, ah, aspects of the rebellion. It will take half
a day to extract her and bring her here."

"Then do it."

"Yes," she said. "Riglt away."



you what?" Carl said.

Jimrecoiled. He'd seen the quickly repressed reflex in his father's
right arm the hand hal f-raised, then dropped again. He knew what it

meant. He'd had enough martial arts training to interpret such

physi cal markers. For the first time in both their lives, his father

had come very close to striking him And on Jim his young mi nd

al ready churning with doubt and guilt, the inpact of intention was as
heavy as any actual blow. "Dad... nmy God, |I'msorry." "Ch, Jimy..."
Tabi t ha sai d.

Jim | ooked at his father, amazed at the transformation in man he'd

t hought he knew so well. A psychic aura of danger seenmed to trenble
around him causing the fanmliar confines the Endicott living roomto
appear harsh and brutal as a frozen hol ogram

Carl's jaw quivered as he struggled to nmaster hinself, to hide fromhis
famly the true gravity of what his son had done. Yet this battle
could not be entirely concealed, witten on his features as it was. Jim
saw it, of course. Al Jims training had been designed to help him
see such things--how could he not?

Jimfelt sick, horrified at the nakedness of his father's features.

What he had done--or at |east what his father evidently believed he had
done--was far worse than his own worst imaginings: for in his father's
face he saw the fear of death.

Jimfelt a sudden urge to talk, to babble, to fill the yawning void
between themw th words. Wrds would sonehow nmake things right
agai n.

"Dad..."

But Carl shook his head. He stood up, his features closed and hard.
"Al'l right. You did it, son, and now we all have to live with it. So
be it."

He turned to his wife. "Fab, pack what we will need for an extended
trip, but not too much. W nmay have to do a lot of noving in a very
short tine."



"Dad, what... ?"

"Son, we'll talk about it later. |If thereis a later. | can't explain
what you have done, but | wi sh you hadn't done it. |If you had only
trusted me---"

He shook his head sharply. "Well, that's in the past. Now you go and
do the sanme as your nother. Pack what you need, enough to keep you
goi ng, but only enough to carry easily. Just your backpack woul d be

about right. W will be leaving in"--he checked his own bracel et
link--"two hours. |I'msorry, but that's all the tine |I can give
you. "

"Dad..." Jimtried a third time, nmsery as thick as bile choking his
t hr oat .

"Son, this time, please do as | ask. Can you do that?"
"Yes," Jimsaid. "Wat--"

"Don't pack the S&R .75," Carl said. Jims eyes widened. "You'll be
wearing it."



CHAPTER 3

he stormover city central blew up late that night, hard black cl ouds
spitting thunder and |ightning, sheets of rain flogging the whiplashed
trees.

Carl Endicott unpolarized the big windowin the Iiving roomand stared
out into the night. Behind him Tabitha cinched tight the straps on a
| arge carryall she'd just finished packing. "Bad weather," she

remar ked.

Carl shook his head. "No, good weather. They'll have the | atest
detectors, the hottest spy eyes the newest everything, but nature stil
throws a nonkey wench into stuff like that."

"Dad, who is they?."

Carl turned. "JinP Wat would you say if | said | couldn't tell you?
Wul d you accept that?"

Jim faced himsquarely. A lock of brown hair trailed down across his
broad forehead, but his green eyes focused steadily on his father's
face. "No, Dad, | wouldn't. | know you think | betrayed you--I
probably did. At the least, | disobeyed you. 1| should not have sent
that application wi thout your permssion. O at |least | should have
told you before | did it."

"Yes, you should have. | would have forbidden it nore strongly."” Jim
shook his head. "I have to be honest, Dad. It wouldn't have nattered,
not without a reason. | would have di sobeyed you anyway." He spoke
calmy, steadily, but the determ nation in his voice was so strong his
father blinked. "You have a very strong opinion of yourself. Strong
enough t hat



you are willing to put not just yourself, or even nme, but your momin
danger as well."

Now Ji m bl i nked. "I wouldn't have done it, Dad, if you had expl ai ned
that was what | was doing. But you didn't explain, so | couldn't know
And because of that, evidently | nade a bad mi stake. But you nade it
first, by not trusting nme. And you are nmeking the same m stake again,
right now, by not telling me what is going on."

For the first tine in the course of the evening, the hard shell of
Carl's expression slipped a bit. He paused, glanced over at Tabitha,
then back at his son. He sighed.

"You've got ne. You are exactly right. That doesn't make what you did
any better, but if | expect you to take responsibility for your own
actions, then | guess |I'd better take responsibility for mne. Are you
willing to admt you di sobeyed ne?"

"Sure, Dad. | did disobey you. [|'mjust saying that, given the sane
circunmstances, | would do it again. | won't be sixteen forevermand
some deci sions have to be mine to make right now Like the ones that
concern the rest of nmy life."

Carl nodded. "GCkay, | accept that. But | want you to understand.
What you may have caused is not a gane. |It's a matter of life and
death. CQur lives."

"Then will you tell ne what | need to know now?. Man to man, so
don't do anything el se stupid?"

The two, nman and boy, faced each other. Carl shivered slightly, then
stepped forward and wrapped his big arnms around the boy in a crushing
bear hug. Jimreturned the gesture. After several noments they broke
apart.

"Al'l right," Carl said. "Here's the deal. The chances are very high
that by putting your genotype and mine out on the public nets,
especially by sending it to a governnent agency, you have attracted the
attention of soneone who means us great harm" He stopped,

considering, "I'll be honest, Jim Sonmebody who will kill us al

wi t hout a second thought."



Steele remarked. "I hate these little packet ships. [It's like being
tossed across a bunch of light-years in a tin can.”

Mol |y Harrison | eaned agai nst Heck Canpbell's huge frane. Canpbel
grinned, a spectacle of white teeth in black skin. "You said it was a
rush job."

"I don't like rush jobs," Steele grunbled. "And it's the only kind we
seemto get anynore. |It's like nobody can do anything right fromthe
begi nni ng, but who gives a damm, just call Steele's people to pull your
bacon out of the fire..."

"Well, who you gonna call any better than us?"

Steel e shrugged. Her straight, neck-length black hair now showed a
startling wing of white that crossed the top of her round skull and

st reaked across her chopped-off bangs. Her lips, as always, glistened
the color of fresh blood. "Nobody, | guess. But it's sloppy. Sloppy
t hi nki ng, sl oppy planning. W ought to be a last resort, not the first
thing they reach for."

"Hey, Marty. "S true this cones right fromthe top?"

Steele didn't answer directly. She glanced down at her bracelet |ink
nmuttered a scrap of code, and watched the hol ocol um build. "Carl

Endi cott and happy famly," she said as the figures solidified. "Hello
there, folks. See you soon..."

"Seens a shane," Canpbell runbled. The guy, sure, but waste a young
kid and woman |ike that."

Steele | ooked at him "Job's a job," she said. "Let everybody el se
get sloppy if they want, but we won't. We'll do it right." She raised
one thin, raven-col ored eyebrow. "Right?"

Canpbel | sighed and nodded. "Right, boss.”



the cabin was far enough to the north it had m ssed stornms which
drenched the capital region. They disenbarked the Tula Point tube
station in gauzy, star-shot Overhead, Wl fbane's two moons, Mitt and
Jeff, chased other in slow notion arabesques; at the end of the
station's form a single |anp gl owed against chrone railings. It was
quiet. Jims nostrils wi dened at the thick, nountainous scent pine and
dark earth that Idled the air.

"Snells good," he remarked. "Wsh |I'd known it was here Wuld have
been a nice place to conme visit in the sunmer."”

"Right," Carl agreed. "And would have been neatly listed on dossier
put together on the Endicott famly. "Visits nountain cabin every
sunmer. Location as follows."" He snorted.

"Well, let's get a nove on. This won't last forever, but it may til

we can figure out what to do next."
He gl anced both ways before he | ed them across the

Only Jimnoticed that his father kept one hand in the pocket of his
jacket, He'd seen Carl put his aged .75 in that pocket before they |eft
the house.." for the last time?

What, Ji mwondered, have | done? A Il right, people, it took a super
[ um nal beam cast from

Bi g Daddy on Terra to get the info here this quick. Enough to pay your
salaries for twenty years, so listen up." Steele, wearing black
| eat her, her arnor shell hanging unstrapped and | oose from her



skel etal shoul ders, opened the hasty briefing session. Canpbell and
Harri son squatted before her, simlarly garbed, in the silent enptiness
of the Endicott living room

"Wonder how they knew we were coni ng?" Canpbell said.

"Who cares. The thing is, it looks |like we have a |line on where they
went . "

"Where's that?" Harrison wondered.

Steel e keyed her bracelet link. A tridinmensional picture began to
form a small wooden cabin, prinitive-looking, in the shadow of tal
nount ai ns.

"Here," Steele said. "Right there .. ."

he knew sone things. Oher things she didn't know. But she had to
tell the boy anyway. Sonetines even Carl was just plain

WFOngo
Tabi t ha Endi cott pushed the ol d-fashioned | ace curtain away fromthe
equal |y ol d-fashi oned pl ate-gl ass wi ndow, | ooked outside, sighed, and

et the curtain drop again.

Ji mwat ched her. She's as upset by all of this as | am he thought to

hinself. | wonder if she blanes me? | don't think Dad does, not
exactly--well, he knows it's my fault, but | guess he understands why I
didit.

The sunset's pretty," Tab said.
"I like it up here," Jimtold her. "It's too bad--"

They stared at each other. Neither of themwanted to di scuss what was
too bad. "Jim-" "Mm-"

They both stopped again, took breaths at the sane tine, |ooked at each
other. And burst out |aughing.

"You first, Mom" Jimfinally got out.

She nodded, then went sober. "Jim there are some things | want to say
to you--and | don't want you to take this wong, but I



wanted to wait until your dad wasn't here. It will be... easier. if
it makes you feel disloyal, we can wait till he comes back. Either
way, it's your call."

A murmur of fear whispered up his spine. Al at once he felt far too
young for all of this, way out of his depth. He didn't want to be

the repository of secrets, his nomlis, his dad's, anybody's. But there
was a lot his father had not yet told him and Jimcould sense it,

t hose secrets, lurking just beneath the deceptive calmof their new
rel ati onshi p.

"Mon?? Is it okay?"

She exhal ed, rubbed her el bow, gl anced away, then back. "I honestly
don't know. | may be doing the wong thing. But | think you need to
under st and what your father--what Carl--is worried about. Beyond the
obvi ous, | nean."

Ji m nodded slowy. "Okay. Tell me, then.”

She turned back to the wi ndow. "You were barely a year old when | net

Carl." She stopped and waited for it to sink in.

What ? Jimthought. But that can't be right. If it is, then it neans
she isn't my nother' Mom | nean.." uh, no..." H's voice trailed off

hel pl essly.

She came over and put her arm across the back of his neck. She i bent

over and peered directly into his eyes. "Listen to ne, Jim | amyour
nmot her, legally and everything." Then, w thout turning away, she took

a deep breath and dropped the real bonbshell.

"It's legal, because | adopted you the same day that Carl did-which was
the sane day we got married, One week after your second birthday."

He stared into her ice blue eyes. At first he didn't get it. Then,
like a hard kick in the belly, it hit him The day his father adopted
him But why would his dad adopt him unless his dad wasn't really
his... "Mortal" Only that single word expl oded out of him out of his
very core, but she heard the inmeasurable anguish that filled the one
syl l able. She hugged himcl ose, rocked himback and forth. After a
few nonents his silent shuddering began to subside. The truth is, son

I don't know for sure," Tab said. "Your father won't tal k about it.

He may actually be your real father, | don't know. But he did go

t hrough the notions of adopting you. Sonething happened with the two
of you, happened before Carl and | nmet. |[|'ve known we were hiding from
somebody, sonething, all these years. | didn't know what it was, and
still don't."

He spread his hands helplessly. "AIl that stuff that he tal ked



out, Mom That sonebody wants to kill us all. 1s it true, do you
t hi nk?"

She stepped back, her face suddenly stern. "Your father said it was,
and he isn't aliar. Surely you know that."

But Jimfelt as if his skull was full of raging sheets of white |ight,
great silent detonations of blinding pain. "Aliar?. Mm lying is
all he' sever done to me!"

hree of them cane up onto the main platformof the Tula Point Station
To the unpracticed eye, they |ooked |ike any other party of
recreational hunters. But to Carl Endicott's very practiced gaze,
there was not hing recreational about themat all

"CGot cha," he nurnured.

He put the binoculars back to his face, noting the way the big one
hefted the | arge pack to his shoulders. There were two wonen, both
with their backs to him One blond, the other taller--wait, turning
now... Ch. my Godt. Herr

In his shock he involuntarily jerked his binoculars and her

di stinctive, red-1lipped face vanished for a nonent. By the tinme he got
refocused, it was alnost as if she were | ooking straight at him

| mpossi bl e, of course, but He reached for the small radi o detonator
next to him picked it up, squeezed the plunger hone.



teele said, "Well, so far it's been easy enough. Maybe our has | ost
his edge. It's been a long time." But even as she said she felt the
twi nge of hubris in her words, w nced, and around uneasily. Carl had
taught her nmuch of what she knew, one of the things he'd taught her was
not to underestimate eneny. At |east not out |oud where the Gods of
Payback hear you.

"Ni ce weather here. Pretty white clouds,” MIlly Harrison Heck Canpbel
only grunted softly as he hoisted the pack their heavy weapons and

ot her, nore specialized equi pnent, to shoul ders.

Steel e wal ked to the edge of the platformand stared out at rising wall
of greenery that marched up toward the di stant Unspoil ed-1ooking... She
knew what the telltale pinpoint burst of Iight meant,

before it had registered in her brain.

Bi nocul ar fl ash

She was nmoving toward the platformrailing even as shouted, "He's got
us taped. Get off the platformnow" And herself into a tight ball as
she [ aunched herself out into space.

The distance, alnpst half a mle, nade it eerie.

Carl Endicott saw the line of puffy gray expl osions well before he
heard them One nonent he was | ooking at three people standing



on a deserted tube station platform Then the carefully patterned

ant i personnel bonblets he'd conceal ed all over the station expl oded,
covering the squat structure in a billowing weath of dirty white
snoke. Another |ong beat, and the high-pitched crack of the expl osions
reached him

"Come on," he nmuttered, pounding on his thigh

Finally the mountain winds began to rip away the smoky veil. He
strained forward, squinting into the binoculars. Snoke, snoke,

now the station .... Nothing.

No dead hunters. Sonmehow she'd sensed what he was doi ng and beaten
him Well, he'd always known she was good. He just hadn't expected
ever to see her again. But now he knew better. Maybe it would nmake a
di fference when they net the next tine.

Soon, no doubt.

He stood up and vani shed into the trackl ess woods.

teel e shook her head as she sat up and gingerly checked her arms and
I egs. Nothing seenmed to be broken

"Ugh. What the hell.. " Heck Canpbell, several yards over, struggled
to his hands and knees. Blood |eaked froma long slash in his
forehead. "Got us good, dam it," he nunbl ed, and shook his head.

Bl ood splattered brightly.

He would live, Steele decided. "Mdlly? Were you at, Harrison?" "Yo.
Over here, boss."

Steele turned to see a dust-covered Mlly |inmping toward her
But there was no bl ood in evidence.
"You okay?"

Mol |y shrugged. "Turned ny ankle. Tape it up, | think it'll be
okay. "

"Good. Check out Heck, would you?"
"Ri ght, boss.."

Slowy, Steele pulled herself to her feet, slapped her big hands



agai nst her fake hunter's garb to renove the filmof white that
covered everyt hing.

She wrinkl ed her nose at the sharp, amonia snell that the air. Somne
ki nd of plastic explosive, though she couldn't pin down the type sinply
fromits residual odor. Well, it didn't matter. He'd mi ssed.

She turned to the others. "Heck? You gonna |ive?"

Mol Iy finished pressing a nmedicated flesh pad over Heck's wound. "Boy
got it in the head. Can't hurt himthere."

Heck gri nned.

St eel e nodded. Carl whatever-hewascal linghimsel ft had m ssed. Bad
m st ake.

Now it was personal. Now she would show himjust how bad a nistake it
coul d be.
"Ckay, people," Steele said. "Let's nove on out."

Carl Endicott burst through the cabin door, slamed out the living area
into the bedroom and skidded to a dead halt as he | ooked right down
the yawni ng barrel of an S&R .75

"Jim no!"

Slowy, JimEndicott |owered the heavy pistol. H's face was white, his
green eyes shot with thin red traceries. He |ooked as if he had been

crying.

"Son, first rule," Carl said, speaking carefully. "Mke sure you know
what you are pointing that pistol at. Because the second rule is, when
you point it at a human, pull the trigger. Now, what's been going on
her e?"

Jimstared at his father, a welter of thoughts clogging his brain. He
could see that Carl was under enornous stress--something had obviously
just happened--but still he wanted nothing nore than to grab the ol der
man by his shoul ders and shake himuntil the truth cane out. Al the
truth.

"Dad," he said. "You've got to tell ne the truth."



Carl paused, stared at himsharply. "Wat?" H s gaze slid toward
Tab, who stood behi nd her adopted son

She nodded. "Carl, | told him | thought he needed to know. " 'Told
hi n? About what ?"

The... adoption proceedings. And our marriage." Carl groaned. "Oh,

Tab. | wish you hadn't." "Dad, can we talk now?."

Carl turned back to his son, anguish creasing his worn features. "No.
Because sonme people are coming here to kill us. | tried to kill them
and mssed. If we set it up right, we won't nmiss the next tine."

He took a deep breath, then let it out slowy.
"After that, son, we'll talk. | promise."

kay, this is far enough." Steele brought themto a halt in a narrow
clearing in the underbrush beneath the big trees. Late-afternoon w nds
roared softly through the shivering | eaves overhead, cut though their
heavy cl ot hi ng.

"Colder'n a witch's---"

"Shut up, Molly." Steele squatted. "Canpbell, give ne the downlink
tablet."

Wrdl essly, the big man fished in his heavy pack, found the fl at
tablet, no larger than an ol d-fashi oned book, and handed it over.

She flipped open the top of the little nachi ne, exposing an old style
non hol ographic screen. This was battlefield equi pnent, built for
rugged dependability. She spoke the proper codes; a nonment later, the
tabl et made contact with an overhead satellite and began to draw an
extremely detailed real-tine picture of the area surrounding the

cabi n.

"Un," Steele said. "Okay, there have been sonme changes since we

| ooked the last tine. Canpbell, take a look.." here.." and here. See
these spots where it |ooks |like the earth has been disturbed, the heat
si gnat ur es?"



Heck grunted agreenent. "More booby traps, looks like to me. He
grinned faintly. 'That man sure don't have the wel cone out." He
nudged Mol ly. "Scuttlebutt says he taught the boss thing she knows."

Steele glared up at him "You got a nouth on you, you that, Canpbell?
Two things: First, back then, maybe he did. Second, |'ve |earned a | ot
since then."

"So what's the problen?" Mlly asked.

"I don't think he taught me everything he knew." Steele the little
conputer and sighed. "Well, maybe he hasn't kept with the equi pnent as
wel |l as he should have. W'I| fred out Gather round. Here's what

we'll do."

at her round," Carl Endicott said. "Here's If we're lucky."

Ji m pushed next to the hol ographic map shimering over top of his axe.
He |icked his lips, suddenly oppressed by the ness of the primtive
little room Fromhere the presence of vast forests outside the cabin
pressed down on himw th green psychic weight. Anything could be out
there. Coming to themall.

Jimfelt his mind creak dangerously, as to tip away, |eave himfloating
hel pl ess in the blank and the

He shook his head. "I'msorry," he said. "Wuat did you say, Dad?"
Carl | ooked up. "Pay attention, Jim This is inmportant. There three
of them two wonen and a man. | know one of the wonmen. Long
ago- - before you were born, Jim-1 trained her. She is their |eader
and she is very good. | know her, and she knows nme. So she will try

to anticipate what | will do. That's why |I've tried to do things nuch
differently than I m ght have once done them"

Ji m nodded, his head spinning painfully. Dad, training a killer woman
before I was born? What--He bit down on his tongue, and for a nonent
t he pain bl ew the endl ess questions away.



Finally Carl finished. "So here's how we handle it. Tab, you don't
have the skills, so you go outside, and you wear this jacket. [1'll
show you where to go."

He turned to Jim "Son, you and | will be right here." He gestured to
an area in the hol ographic map, then stopped.

"A lot depends on you, Jim You are far too young to face this, but I
have to know. Can you kill a human? Man or worman? Because if you
can't, | have to make different plans, you understand?"

Jimthought that Carl |ooked very tired just then, deep lines carved in
hi s cheeks and around his eyes. Alnobst |like an old man.

It was a frightening effect.
"Sure, Dad, | can--"

"Son, thinld This isn't holovideos, this isn't some game. It's
reality. That .75 of yours will blow ah ole in a human body bi g enough
to put your fist through. Blood and bone everywhere, and you can see
right through the wound. Nobody gets up, puts on a bandage, and keeps
on going after that. Can you do that to another person, son? In cold
bl ood?"

Slowy, Jimthought about it. He licked his lips. "I... think so,
Dad. It's not really in cold blood, is it? They are coming to kil
us. You and ne--and Mom" His eyes flicked in Tab's direction. "I

think I can kill to stop that."

H s father stared at himhard, then nodded. "Ckay. | hate this, Jim
| hope you understand that."

"Dad, | don't understand anything."

Carl Endicott nodded. "You will, son. | promise. But first things
first."”

They made their preparations.
kay, Mlly, light themoff."

Steel e spoke into her throat mke. Her voice was as calmas if she
were ordering out for pizza.



Overhead, the stars wheel ed past like God's own jewelry box, stirred
by the passage of the pinball moons. She glanced up, her helnet shield
depol ari zed, and wondered if she'd guessed it right. Carl was not a
man to fool around with. There were sonme peopl e dead on the San
Franci sco Hyper Mall fifteen years ago to testify to that. Sone of
them had even been al nost friends.

"Payback time, Carl," she prom sed herself softly, then slapped one
arnored thigh as, overhead, two bright flares suddenly expl oded into
hard actinic light.

"Blast off," she said into her m ke, then she did.

Carl Endicott |ooked up, a quick, bitter snmle twisting his lips.
"CGotcha again," he said, and pressed the button.

Their man-portable lift packs tossed themlike thrown stones through
the mountain night. Tiny conputers nminutely adjusted the thrust
according to the terrain below. Steele and Ml |y nade pinpoint

| andi ngs on the roof of the small cabin, pointed their weapons down,
and prepared to blast their way in through the shingles.

"Ch, damm it!" Steele screeched as she saw the deadly little Easter
eggs that littered the roof. She reached for her battle belt.

The roof bl ew up.



The force of the shaped charges lifted the entire roof Of its
rafters, and slashed a deadly sheet of shrapnel straight up, but the
charges had been prepared so carefully Carl Endicott only felt a
nmonent ary downward pressure before his vision cleared and he began to
search for targets

Guessed 1'd try to take you on the ground, didn't you? he thought with
savage satisfaction. Good thing even the best spy sats can't tell fake
booby traps fromreal ones.

Not hi ng overhead but stars and settling dust. He snap-rolled through
the open front door and came to his knees. Saw a shadow noving slowy
and put two .75 slugs through it. Good hits, he didn't wait. \hatever
arnor, it was dead neat. One down. Were were the other two?

He | eaped just in time to avoid the sizzling beam of a power |aser out
of the forest that turned a chunk of the cabin behind himinto blazing
ruin. In the darkness, sonmeone screaned.

rantically, Steele righted herself. The lift pack had al ready begun to
nmove her away fromthe blast. The explosion itself only sped up the
process. Neverthel ess, as she bounced to her feet, her entire body
felt as if she'd just been the main dancing partner in a three-gravcar
wr eck.

It took a monent to orient herself in the darkness. The cabin was over
t here.

She took off at a lunbering gallop, burst into the front yard just



intine to see Molly's head vanish in a trenmendous burst of blood and
bone.

He has a. 75, her mind told her coldly.

She began to roll away fromthe source of the shot. A |aser beam
sizzled out of the woods. Sonmebody screaned.

H, eck Canpbell raised the heavy laser rifle again. He'd noved the guy,
but doubted he'd hit him Quickly he scanned for nore targets, saw a
shadow slide into the front clearing, and then sonething screamed and

| anded on his head, claw ng and scrat ching.

He reached up and grappled with his attacker, quickly realized it was a
worman. Could only be the Endicott wife. Fine and dandy; she was a
target, too.

He grabbed with both hands and heaved. She flew through the air,
| anded with a dull thud, and uttered a sharp noan.

Heck grinned and | evel ed his |aser.

J heard his nother screamfromthe general area where they had
conceal ed her in a coat hand-lined with tinfoil to mask her infrared
signature

What was she doi ng? She should have been perfectly free if she'd kept
hersel f conceal ed. H, e lunged through the underbrush, the heavy .75 in

his right hand | eading the way.

There, up ahead! A large figure, struggling with a nuch snaller



shape. Wth huge effort, the big one peeled the smaller one away and
heaved. Then he bent over, a |ong, weapon |ike object cradled kn his
arms, as if searching for sonething to shoot with it. He was far too
big to be Jims father or nother. In other words, a target.

Jim skidded to a stop and raised his pistol. The nmovenent felt snooth,
automatic after all his years of practice. He settled the front sight
on the center of the big shape and Could not do it! Couldn't pull the
triggeH

Sweat burst on his brow He began to shake. The pistol barrel wavered
as he envisioned the heavy slug, |aunched by his conscious and

col d- bl ooded act, tearing apart the human in front of him.. And the
human turned, alnost as if he could sense Jimstanding there, |ocked in
his silent internal struggle. Jimgot a glinpse of the | ong weapon
wavering toward him Anot her shape rose off the ground and threw
itself at the big man.

Carl Endicott flung hinmself into the scrub, homing in on the sound of
his wife's scream Threw hinsel f down when he saw the big one, the
man, level his laser rifle and trigger off a blast. Then

i nexplicably, the big man turned, sweeping his aimoff toward his left.
Sonet hi ng | aunched itself out of the night at the big man. Too | ate,
Carl thought, and snapped off another pair of shots. They hit the big
man in the chest and punched hi m backward.

Carl waited a monment, trying to | ocate the other shadow, but coul dn't
see anything. Torn, he risked a short cry.

"Tab? Ji nP"

The ni ght expl oded around hi m



hamrer ed t hrough the woods, bouncing off trees tranpling brush under
her heavy boots, seeking the source of the scream

She came in fromthe rear, so that the source was between and the
burni ng pyre of the cabin. She gritted her teeth, i Anybody wanted to
get away fromthis, they'd have to go through her first.

Now where--? Ch, there! She whirled, just in tine to see Heck sl amed
off his big feet by the force of another brace of .75 slugs. A part of
her m nd whi spered calmy, Gotta be Carl. Too professional. Two shot
patterns. One to stop, one to make sure. Silence. She raised her
head. Sonebody called softly, "Fab? Jin?" She whirled on the voice
and |l et | oose.

Nausea gagged in Jimis throat as he realized what had happened. It had
been his nmomon that big man--and he hadn't been able to pull the
trigger, even to save her. \Wat kind of a man was he? Wat did al

his brave prom ses, his shining ideals, nean when he couldn't even save
hi s own not her?

But before he could think any further, he heard his father's voice cal
softly, "Fab? JinP"

He started to reply, but lightning rolled out of the forest beyond,
blinding him He heard his dad cry hoarsely, and tried to blink the
mask fromhis vision, his own weapon waving w ldly.



He gasped, straightened, and pulled the as he d been cl ean, two-shot.
Then trigger just taught,

shappi ng

[raw panic clutched him and, convulsively, he enptied his entire
magazine into the dazzling, star-shot night.

Wth that, everything went silent.

For a long nonment, nothing. Jimfelt nunb. His brain didn't seemto
want to work. Then, with disorienting clarity, the world burst back
into his consciousness. H's ears rang with the recent expl osions,
screams, Cries.

H s nose burned with the stench of explosive powders and | aser |ighted
fires. H's stomach was a cold and curdled knot of fear. Gadually his
vision cleared. 1In the background, the cabin burned with a lively
crackl e, casting weird shadows.

The night throbbed with nmenace. He could feel his teeth chattering in
his jawbone. And all he wanted to do was burst into tears, run to his
fat her and nother, and have them hold himand tell himit was al

right. "Jim.." "Dad?"

"Over here," cane the choked reply.

In the ghastly light of the cabin's destruction, Jimknelt by his
father, a few feet from Heck Canpbell's mutil ated corpse

Sonet hi ng sticky and black was | eaking fromhis father's chest. A
strange, whistling sound came fromthe wound. Sonething froman old
first aid class came to him sucking chest wound. There was a hole in
his dad' s |ung.

"Ch, Dadl W gotta get you--"

"\Where's your nmom "

He paused. "I dunno. But you're wounded, Dad, hurt bad it |ooks Iike.
W gotta--"

"No! Jim just listen to ne. Listen carefully, and nenorize it,
okay?"



"Dad. .."

"Jim just do ." His passion seenmed to drain something essential from
him and Carl fell back into his son's arms. He licked his lips,
shuddered, and tried again. "1992--217--4," he whispered. "Dad, |
don't understand." "Say it."

"1992--217---4," Jimreplied. He possessed what is known as a verba
ei detic menory--fancy words that nmeant he coul d renenber everything he
heard. Perfectly and forever

Handy little talent. In that nonment he would have traded it and
everything el se he had to be able to take back that Space-Acadeny
application. Oh, yes, he'd been right. But you could be right and
wong at the same time. Horribly wong. "Ch, Dad..." Tears |eaked
down his cheeks as he felt his father's body slunp in om nous

rel axation. He | ooked down and saw his father's eyes gaze up at him
frighteningly bright in the wavering noonlight.

Hs father's fingers, snmeared with bl ood, rose to brush dinms cheek.
"No matter what happened, son, | love you nore than life itself,"

Carl Endicott murnured. "1 always have. You believe that, don't you?"
"l believe it, Dad," Jimchoked out.

A faint smle ghosted across Carl's lips. "Good," he whispered. Then
he di ed.

groaned as she levered herself to her feet. That last wild burst--she
hadn't expected it, had wal ked right into it. Now she was nissing a

| arge chunk of her left knee, and though her arnmor had partially
deflected it, she guessed a pretty good piece of her left armwasn't
around anynore, either

The pain was incredi ble. She whispered to her battle medpack, waited,
then felt a jolt of painkiller flood into her veins. Heavy-duty stuff.
She coul d even wal k, though her ruined knee would pay a heavy price

| ater.



Grunting softly, she dragged herself forward, using her laser rifle as
a makeshift crutch. She heard voi ces whi sper several yards away,

t hought about it, then decided the odds were too great. Wunded as she
was, she could not cone silently, and Carl, if he was still alive, was
too good to hand that kind of advantage to.

She bent over the crunpled body of the woman, considered, then slapped
another injection into her own veins. She couldn't remenber the
techni cal name of the drug, but everybody called it Supernman. Unnatural
strength roared through her linbs. She hoisted the woman to her

shoul ders. Tabitha Endicott's breathing seened steady enough. Part of
her m ssion had been to kill this one, but Carl had been too good.

There woul d be another tine. Mybe this one could be bait--for Carl
and for the brat.

One way or another, she intended to find out.

Ginding her teeth to keep the involuntary gasps of agony choked
inside, Steele linped off into the night.

Ji mt hought he heard sonme rustling noises back in the brush, turned,
peered vacantly, then turned back. Gently, he lowered his father's
body to the soft earth.

The wound in Carl's chest had ceased to make those hi deous sucking
noi ses. Jimbent over, hoping even for the horror of that sound, any
sound that mght mean life.

Not hi ng. He stared at the wound. No burn marks, no bl ackeni ng. But
whoever had fred that other weapon had used a laser. A |aser wound
woul d have charred edges. There was no way to avoid it. But this
wound didn't.

Carl had not been killed by a | aser
Jimrenenbered his father's words. The hole in his chest |ooked big

enough to put your fist through... JimEndicott realized what he'd done
with his last wild burst of



He didn't stop for a long time.. eck Canpbell's body |ay unnoving ten
feet away from

Jimremained | ocked in his endl ess shrieking stasis of suffering.

Sound, though, could not raise the dead, no matter angui shed. Two tiny
LEDs on Heck's mnassive chest seened to blink in response to Jins

m ndl ess noi se, though. Blink and blink, blink again, blink. Al npst

i ke eyes.



CHAPTER 4

He woul d never renenber precisely how he got fromthe cabin to where he
was.

The norning sun sl ashed scal pels of hard red light into his aching
eyes. It had been three days since Jimhad shaved or bathed. He found
hi nsel f standing next to a dil api dated gravl ane protective railing near
the heart of Plebtown, his hair hanging in greasy tangles across his
forehead and his teeth feeling as if soneone had planted a noss garden
across their surfaces. And he had no real idea how he'd gotten

there.

Now, finally, his brain began to dissipate the hornones and protein
clusters of panic and guilt and shame in which it had been marinating
ever since his father's death. Mich of what had transpired then was
becom ng hazy, fading into the kinds of waking dreans the mnd will

al ways spin to protect itself.

Only a few fire-shot nonents remained: his father, slumping into the
tmal rel axation of death in his arms. The way he thought his own chest
woul d expl ode when he'd realized it was his bullets that had

sl aughtered Carl Endicott. And, finally, the utterly hopel ess sense of
gui It when he discovered that his nother had vani shed. He had no idea
if she was alive or dead.

That had been the straw that had broken him sent hi m shanbling
aimessly into the enpty forest for alnost a day until at |ast,
merci fully, he'd collapsed into exhausted sl eep.

He sighed and gl anced up at the position of the sun. Com ng on noon
the sky a clear pale enerald, not a cloud in sight. Hot. Sweat



on his upper lip. He ran the tip of his tongue over the nustache
there and tasted salt. He felt grimy, gritty, and bruised over every
i nch of his body.

The pack full of things he'd salvaged fromthe burned weck of the
cabin dug into his spine, and he shifted it a little; he had absolutely
no i dea what he woul d do next.

Pl ebt own. He | ooked around at the few ancient gravcars that trundled
along the local lanes, the faded and peeling plastic skins on the walls
of ill-tended storefronts. In the air drifted the twin snmells of decay
and despair. Those solitary fol ks who took any notice of himat al
shuffled past with only sideways gl ances, ol der people with the
expressions of whi pped dogs on their sagging faces.

Way in the world had he come here? His own house, safe and warm was
no more than ten mnutes fromthis very spot, if he was lucky with tube
connections. He shook his head. That house night still be war m but
it wasn't safe. For his purposes, it mght as well be ten |ight-years
away, instead of ten m nutes.

He hoisted his butt up on the creaking safety railing and began to pick

at the crop of pinples fornming at the base of his nose. It would be a
maj or eruption, no doubt, thanks to the. fact he'd forgotten his anti
acne pills. In light of all that had happened, he knew it was

ridicul ous, but the sudden pinple bl oom bothered hi mal nost as nmuch as
all the rest of his change of fortune. Maybe because he could at | east
get his mnd around sonething as rmundane as pinples. Was it only a few
days ago that pinples had been one of his main concerns in life? He
snorted bitterly.

For a long tinme he sat notionless, grateful for the warnth, gratefu

t hat nobody seemed to notice him Somewhere in the back of his nmnd a
little record had begun to play, but he managed to ignore it: out of
the light, out of the light, hide, hide, hide It was the nusic of

par anoi a, except that Jimhad | earned one of the sad truths of

adul thood. Even paranoid people m ght have enem es. Sonetines they
were coming to kill you.

After a time the sun began to feel too hot, and, al nost w thout
thinking, he slid off the railing and anbl ed aim essly of f down one of
t he pedestrian wal kways. You actually had to walk, here in

Pl ebt own-i ff these pedwal ks had ever noved, their mechani snms were | ong
since broken. In a citizen neighborhood |ike the one where he used to
live, slide wal ks got fixed as a matter of course. |n Plebtowns, they
didn't. He knew that, although it had never been



of much concern. 1dly, he wondered what new things would concern him
NOW.

The black funk hit himlike a hairmer. He closed his eyes, waiting for
the swirling nmental clouds to pass, but for two or three seconds he
stood as inmmobile as a statue.

"Hey, citizen, you get |ost some way?."

Sonet hi ng punched himhard on the shoulder. He turned and saw three
young nen, adults no doubt, but not much ol der, he guessed, than he
was.

"Hey," he replied. "Wuat's the hops?" But one glance told himwhat
was about to happen, and his stomach clenched in weary
antici pation--and then, suddenly, rage.

After everything that had al ready happened, now this?

Three young nen, all as greasy and disreputable as he, except their

cl ot hi ng was even nore ragged, all of them show ng the brassy gl eam of

wi re head sockets behind their right ears. Rightbrain wire headers the
worst kind. Prone to spasnms of randomviolence, if his reading of the

news webs was anything close to correct.

Two short, stocky, blond-haired boys, close enough to be brothers,

fl anked their obvious |eader: black hair and eyes, a scar running
across one cheek barely missing his bl oodshot eye, yellow teeth cracked
in a nasty grin.

"What's the hops?" this one said. "The hops, citizen, is you got
yourself into a place you shouldn't be. Not your nei ghborhood, know
what | nmean? So you gotta pay a toll. And the rest of the hops,

brother? Those hops is we're the toll takers.”

He sni ckered, and was echoed by his flankers, whom Ji minmedi ately
dubbed Mutt and Jeff, in honor of the noons. This pair |ooked about as
bright as Wl fbane's two tiny night satellites.

Their | eader, naturally enough, he dubbed Wl fnman--his yell ow teeth and
mop of matted bl ack hair seemed tag enough for that.

"Sorry Jimsaid, raising his hands and shaking his head. "I'mflat
broke, guys." [Inperceptibly he noved back fromthem

He'd learned in his martial arts training that sonetimes potentially
vi ol ent situations could be defused with body | anguage. Nor did he
noti ce how his brain plucked up that nugget of know edge as, for the
first time in days, he consciously began to control his own actions.

But Wl frnan wasn't having any. He was obviously practiced in the
arcane arts of street intimidation, and as Ji m noved backward, he
pressed right into the resulting space, filling it both with



hi s physical presence and the psychol ogi cal bl ackmail of his nous
grin. H's two sidekicks, equally adept, noved right with him Wth
di smay, Jimrealized they were herdi ng sonething, but he was afraid to
risk a glance to his rear. i

"Ch, hell, citizen. W aren't fancy-dancy high ties |ike W're just
poor Pl ebs, y'know? Mney don't mean anything to Hell, we'll be happy
to take whatever you got. Ain't that friends?"

Once again, Mutt and Jeff offered choruses of sniggering nmerrinment.
Wl f man nodded, pleased with hinmself and, al nbst as extension of that
nmoverent, pushed suddenly forward. The of his hands popped off Jims
chest. The double blow wasn't ticularly heavy, but it was enough to
nmove hi m backward, Miutt, on his right, neatly tripped himup

He fell, his pack further altering his balance, so that when reflexes
tucked himinto a snap roll he barely noticed that adroitly thrust him
right through a man-sized hole in the fence beyond the slide walk

He | anded on his butt, hard, kept on rolling, and bounced to feet in a
gar bage-strewn vacant |ot, golden brown weeds through chunks of
crunmbl ed architectural concrete, brushing his knees. They pried
through after himw th the sort of ease that announced they were no
strangers to this anbush scene.

"Now we're all private, see,” Wl fnman purred. "For our transaction
citizen. So why don't you just toss that pack over and let us get on
our way, huh? O herw se--"

Wl f man' s hand nmoved, and sonething shiny dripped into palm Jimheard
a netallic snick! and felt his stomach clench even tighter as he
recogni zed the long nmoly knife Wl fman's hands.

Mol yknife, his obligingly perfect menmory pronpted him B/ ade fashioned
from an unbreakabl e strand of nononol ecular wire. Only a single

nmol ecul e thick, the sharpest edge known to man. Able to slice through
hi gh-all oy steel or six inches of plate glass.

O e, Jimthought.



he heard the soft, famliar, breathy sounds of physical aggression as
she wal ked along the fence. Only Plebtown, she thought, a wash of
sel f-di sgust coloring her thoughts. But she took a peek anyway, in
much the same way ancient notorists would slow to watch any passing
mayhem al ong their antique freeways.

Three on one, she thought, even nore disgusted. M people, we can't
even be brave robbers. G ave robbers is nore our speed. O three
full-grown nmen on a boy.

Make that three grown nen and a nol yknffe
She ducked down and clinbed on through

Jimkept his attention focused, not on the knife, but on Wl fman's belt
buckle. Amateurs watched the weapon. People who knew what they were
doi ng wat ched the body and its center of gravity. That told what the
weapon woul d do.

But it was Jeff who made the first nove, sliding farther to the side,
then launching hinself in a clunmsy tackle at Jims knees.

Jimhad just turned sixteen years old. For ten of those years he had
been going, three times a week, to his martial arts classes. Ten years
was nore than enough time to transformthe stylized, alnmpst artistic
nmoverent s of aikido and taste kwan do into sonething nore brutal and
practical : refl exes.

Jims hands lowered just a bit, along with his own center of gravity.
He never took his eyes from Wl fman's belt buckle, unti



the force of the wheel kick he launched fromhis left |eg spun hal fway
around, and the heel of his tight shoe cracked into Jeffs naked
f or ehead.

Jeff dropped, air belching fromhis slack nouth.

| unged forward, but stopped hinmself as Jimcane easily back a defensive
st ance.

"Some kinda fancy stuff, huh?" Wlfman's eyes flickered. began a slow
circling novenent.

"Don't think you can get us both, fancy boy. Now that we Wl fman
tossed the knife fromone hand to the other, a designed to appear
threatening, but to Jim s experienced only amateurish

Dam it, Jimthought. Wy ne? | don't want to hurt these

But this guy is gonna start to think about killing ne pretty soon.
Mutt's making those funny snuffling sounds, |ike he thinks he'si sone
ki nd of attack dog

Once again w thout conscious thought Jimpivoted, this tinme sw nging
low, then bringing all his weight up behind a two-handed crossing bl ow
his sensei called "the killing fan."

He knew he hadn't killed Mutt, but he'd felt cartilage in the boy's
nose shatter beneath the heel of one palm as the callused edge of his
ot her hand hamrered Mutt's jaw hal fway into his collarbone. The bl ow
itself wasn't the fan, but, properly executed, it was Supposed to set
up an extrenely painful conflict between the bunch of nerves buried
beneath the jaw, and another fan of nerves along the bridge of the
nose. In victimfelt as if his face were being ripped off. Fromthe
sounds Mutt was maki ng, Ji mdecided he had perforned the novenent
correctly.

"Now," Jimsaid. "l only have to get you."

But if he'd hoped Wl fman woul d succunmb to this onslaught of bravado,
he'd underestimated the twi n goads of fear and rage on a brain already
addl ed by years of w re heading

Wl f man shrieked once and | aunched hinsel f forward, knife sw nging
wildly. Jimparried the blow easily, took the force of Wlfman's rush
on one shoulder, let the force of it nove himalong as he lifted

Wl fman of f his feet and threw himsix feet away.

Wl fman hit the ground hard, a graceless tangle, and Jimwas on him
while he was still shaking the cobwebs fromhis skull. Jimtw sted the
knife fromhis fingers.

Wl fman snarled and slashed out with his yell owed fangs and cracked
fingernails. "Fatherless bastard,” he growmed. "I1'Il kill you."



And Ji m Endi cott |urched back over the edge, into the blank and the
bl ack.

ransfl xed in snmoke darkness: the sound of screans. Sheet |ightning
flickers. In endless judgment night he flounders, engul fed and
engorged; tine's liquid weight of blood. Father blood, nother bl ood,
guilty bl ood, shame: no man endures here and |ives.

Reveries and rivers of blood, tine and treachery, betrayal. Father |
| ove you. Father | kill you

Fat her| ess bast ard!

He woke from his bl oody fever with absolutely no nenory of the nanel ess
and terrible place his mind had visited. His left hand was tangled in
Wl fman's greasy hair, his right held the edge of the noly knife

agai nst a softly throbbing blue vein at the side of the Wl frman's
darkly stub bled throat.

So easy, he thought dreamily. Just a hint nore pressure, and watch the
lips of flesh split apart, see the pink nuscle and white tendons
beneat h, snell the hot, red, upwelling gush Hi s hand began to shake.
The tiny novenment was enough to open a thread of gore against Wl fman's
skin. He stared blankly at the thin streamuntil his hand tw tched.
Then he shuddered, tossed the bl ade away, stood quickly. Dunped

Wl fman |ike a bag of flour.



He coul d hear the heavy thud of pounding feet, sense the ing of the
di stance between Wl fman's unbridled killing rage his own defensel ess
back. But so what? What did he have left live for?

He'd killed his own father

Two sharp cracks--his first thought was, ridiculously, of
crackers--took himconpletely by surprise. He jerked his back as
somet hing hot and quick sliced past his right ear, little gnat.

"Ugh!" Wl fman sai d.

Jimturned, saw the taller boy falling, a burst of sticky red his
shoul der; another crack snapped the uprai sed nmol yknffe Wl fman's hand.
Ji m kept on spinning, his heart whacking rib cage, till he'd cone al

t he way back around and' Hey

Fromthe rear he heard the flap-slap of scranbling shoe gul pi ng gasps
of panic as Mutt and Jeff nmde their escape.

She smled at himas she |lowered the small slug-thrower in right hand.
"The nane's Cat," she said. "Cat Thi baudeaux. to neet you."

She paused, then stuck her left hand out for a shake. wondering, but
aren't you awfully young for suicide?"



CHAPTER 5
He' d seen those eyes before. Maybe that's why he took her hand.

Eyes like ice. What a stupid description, a cliche, really, Jim
thought. Do eyes really look like ice? O course not, he told

hi nsel f, and yet they still pulled himforward, pale, pale, blue, into
their chilly, sparkling depths.

Her hand felt small, dry, and conpetent. She squeezed his fingers
lightly, then took her hand away as if she didn't trust himto hold it
for |ong.

"Cat..." he said. "Wat a great nane." He knew he sounded stupid. He
didn't care

"Well, ny parents didn't think so," she told himdryly. "They sorta
liked Catherine, but | didn't. Are you going to tell me yours, or do
have to guess?"

Hs newlife was still much too new-he didn't have the refl exes yet,
the automati c defenses of dishonesty and deception. "Jim" he said
eagerly. "Jim.. uh..."

So maybe it wasn't such a good idea to blurt out who he was to every
passing stranger, no matter if the stranger had just saved his life and
had ice blue eyes. And hair |ike strands of golden corn silk. Was
that another cliche? He didn't care. He could inprove his literary
descriptions |later.

She grinned. "Well, hey, JimUh, pleased to neet you. Did | interrupt
anything inportant, or do you let jagged wire heads work on your back
with moly knives every day?."

There was a bubbling brightness to her voice that matched the



sudden new brightness in the sky overhead. And abruptly found hinself
noticing how snmelly and dirty he was. He felt cheeks grow hot wth
enbarrassnent. "I'msorry for the look.." and stink, probably.

Haven't been able to get refresher closet in a while." She cocked her
head. "Really?. Listen, JimUn, alittle bird telling ne you aren't
fromthe nei ghborhood, am1 right?" He grinned and shrugged his

shoul ders sheepishly. "And I"'meven willing to make a small bet--say a
that your nane isn't really JimUh."

"Uh... well. How about Smth? Jim Smth?"

Now she shrugged. "If it suits you, it suits ne fine. So, okay,
Smith, what's next? | gotta warn you, | don't buy that Asian stuff
about how savi ng your bacon nakes ne for you the rest of nmy life. You
want, | can turn right around wal k away fromyou forever."

"No!" He breathed. "I nean.." wait, okay?"
"Sure. Actually, that's probably not a good idea.

mean. Curlylocks down there is gonna wake up and start a fair anount
of noise pretty soon. O his two bunpkin friends going to cone back
with the cavalry. | can shut this one up nently, though, if you want
me to," she said thoughtfully. started to raise her little gun

agai n.

Ji m pushed her hand aside. As he did so, his fingers across her
vel vety skin. He felt a sudden electric tingle and sharply. ‘'llat's
okay. Can we get out of here? Have you got place we could go?"

She stepped back and eyed hi m appraisingly. Once again he hinself
bl ushing. Wat right did he have to ask her such a He didn't even know
her. He waited, feeling his bl ood punp, she consi dered.

"As a matter of fact, | do," she told him But as she stared at a
sudden shriek rent the air.." the source unseen, but close. Her eyes
went wide. "Ch, no..." "Wat, Cat? What is it?"

She shook her head. "Pleb Psychosis," she replied. She suddenly
terrified. "Come on, we gotta get under cover, before--"

A pair of sharp cracks, then a | ouder explosion, distant and nuffl ed.
More cries, floating thin on the air, growing closer .... "I said
hurry,"” she shouted, and grabbed his hand, tugging along with frantic
ur gency.

They al nost nmade it.



Toget her, they ducked back through the fence, Cat draggi ng hi m down

the shattered concrete. A thin, acrid haze of snoke now drifted in the
air, stinging his eyes. But he could still see well enough. The
street, which he'd thought enpty, began to change before his eyes. What
he'd barely noticed before, a pile of refuse, a clunp of shadows, now
di sgorged tattered figures.

A man | eaped up before them hands clasped to the side of his head,
screamng. A quick nmind-picture as they rushed past: the beggar's eyes
i npossi bly wide, but enpty of all sanity; drool slimng a whiskery
chin, yellowed teeth grinding, purple tongue distended, clogging a
mouth trying, and failing, to open farther.

The man fell away behind them but now nore figures appeared,
staggering, shrieking, falling, and rising again.

The snoke grew thicker and sirens began to wail. Overhead, police
floaters began to swarm swooping |ow, a distinctive chatter sounding
as they fired tangl ef oot guns agai n and agai n.

And still the rushing, shrieking Plebs appeared. It was as if a light
suddenly flashed in a darkened room and an arny of cockroaches,
suddenl y exposed, began to scurry about. Except these pitiful human

i nsects were bl eedi ng.

They scranbl ed past a bizarre tableau. One woman |ay on the ground,
arms and |l egs twitching in bone-breaking spasns. Over her prone form
a man and wonman grappled with each other. The woman, snall and
gray-haired, mght have been sonebody's ol d grandmother. But her face
was covered with blood, and her right armworked |ike a netronone,
thrusting again and again into the man's belly.

He caught a glinpse of her crinson scissors as the man how ed.

Suddenly a bright, glistening tangle of wet worns erupted fromthe
man's stomach and spilled out, twi sting, upon the pavement. But the
worst thing was, he didn't seemto notice. H s hands were w apped
around his assailant's thin neck and oblivious to his own ruin, he kept
on throttling her. Together, slowy, they sank down on the third
figure, and then were gone, |eaving nothing but horror behind.



"I..." Jimsaid, turning aside, his palmrising to his mouth. "Comne
on, dam i"

He couldn't help it. He bent over and vonited the few bits in stomach,
a thin, stinking stream his gut clenching and with terror

She finally got himgoing again. The street was crowded the air ful
of enraged how ing, gibbering laughter, sirens, netallic thunder of
police orders fromthe circling floaters.

Ji m ducked as gunshots began to crack. He heard the buzz of an illega
ripper; the rich, greasy odor of charred pork his nostrils, and his gut
contracted again.

The snmoke was now so thick he could barely see, but Cat still yanking
himforward. A huge expl osion shook the nment, al nost knocki ng hi m of f
his feet. Then everything went fromunder him and he tunbl ed
pell-nell down a short flight steps.

A doorway | ooned as he picked hinself up and through. She slanmed the
door behind them and stood with back against it while he sprawl ed on
his butt, |ooking up at her

Her face was twisted with an angui sh so deep he feared gone as mad as
the insanity on the other side of the door. "What... ?" he managed
weakl y.

"Pleb Psychosis,"” she said. "Now you know. "
He took a breath. "God..."

She shook her head. "No. Not God. God doesn't have anything do with
it at all."

teel e cl anped her teeth together as the real doc probed the nostly
heal ed nmess of her knee.

"Mmm Autodoc did a nice job for an energency," the real doc nuttered.
He was a short man with what Steele thought of as roving eyes, and his
hands were both too soft and too fanmiliar

She consol ed herself with the thought that, unlike nmost of his



other female patients, if it cane to it, she could snap his pudgy lit
He neck like a chicken

"Yea-h, yeah," she told him "So what's the bottomline?"

He shrugged. "I put in a brand-new joint and replaced a | ot of tendon
with new stuff. You may notice a small |inp, or maybe not,

if you rehabilitate hard enough."

St eel e nodded and nental |y doubl ed the hours she planned to spend in

physical rehab. A small linp mght not bother nost people, but in her
line of business... "Anything el se?" she asked.
"I"mcurious," he said. "Wat did you do to the other woman?"

"Hm? Ch, her?. Nothing, not a damm thing. Wy?. 1s sonething
wr ong?"

"She's nute. Physically she checks out just fine, and she seens
responsi ve enough, but she can't say a word. Oh. Can't read or wite,
either. It's... odd."

"She's faking," Steele said.

The doctor shook his head. "I don't think so. Qur tests were very

t hor ough. "

"She doesn't need tests,"” Steele told him "Gve nme ten mnutes al one
with her, and she'll be chirping like the birds in the trees."

Now t he doctor drew back, a faint expression of distaste on his doughy
features. "What departnent did you say you worked for again?"

But her gaze had wandered from him becone somewhat unfocused. "I
didn't," she told him "What about the others? The rest of ny
t eanf"

He pursed his lips and tried to look sad. It didn't work very well.

He thought there was al ready enough violence in the worlds, and he'd
seen what sonething extrenely violent had done to Molly

Harri son and Heck Canpbell and the third, unnaned body that had been
retrieved fromthe nountain cabin. The only thing that cane

i Mmediately to mind was that if you lived by the sword, your chances of
dyi ng by one were fairly high.

He was chief surgeon on a Terran Navy cruiser. He understood all about
keepi ng his nmouth shut and keeping his judgnents to hinself. And
twenty years of such experience cane to his aid now

"Succumbed to their various traumas. W were too |ate for even the
nost heroi c neasures to do any good."

Various traumas. Fair enough description for what was not rmuch nore
t han hanmburger by the tinme we got to them

"Couldn't raise "emfromthe' dead, huh?" Steele's shoul ders






nmoved di smissively. "Well, if they'd been a little faster, it have
happened. "

"Alittle faster?."

Steele slid off the exam ning table and headed for the door. [|inp was
nmore than slight. "See you later, Doc. You need nme, 1'll be in
rehab. "

He wat ched the door cl ose behind her, stood still for a monent, then

gave a little start.
Did it seemwarnmer in the room now that she was gone?
[ Anot her one of your mysterious errands?" he asked

He sat up and shaded his eyes against the sun that through the foggy
wi ndow over the mattress on which he lay, wapped in a yell owed sheet
al nrost thin enough to see blinking sleep fromhis eyes. He conbed his
tousled hair with fingers, snelling the coffee she'd made, thinking it
was going to a fine day. Already hot, though. H's menories of the

ni ght mare the Pl eb Psychosis had faded, for which he was profoundly

She paused by the door, turned, smiled. "You know rent isn't high
enough. You' ve been here what--al nbst a now?. Okay, buddy. See that
cook unit? Hasn't worked cane here. You say you' re sone kind of

el ectroni cs genius? that puppy." She glanced down at her brace |ink
her bracelet conputer link. In her case, Jimknew she wasn't linked to
a axe, but to the Public Wb avail able to anybody, but used by Pl ebs
because it was free.

"I'"ll be back before lunchtime. | found a neat little place.”
grinned. "My treat, of course.”

Jimgrinned back, but uneasily. He couldn't recall what been going

t hough his mnd as he'd picked through the weckage of the cabin while
he stocked his bag, but one thing he sure hadn brought: cash noney. But
t hen, why should he have? It was such an... archaic.." thing to

consi der.



He wasn't broke, of course. Not technically. |In fact, his credit
account, which he could access sinply by speaking his codes into his
own brace link was pretty plunp. He'd been stuffing it for years with
the proceeds of his part-tinme, freelance data-sniffing business.

He wondered how many would come to kill himthis tine, if he so nuch as
tried to lay a finger on that noney.

"W gotta talk, Cat," he told her. This isn't right, me freel oading on
you this way."

"When | get tired of it, you'll be the first to know. | promse." She
squi nched her right eye and tapped her cheek in nock concentration
"Just fix the cook unit, and try to stay out of trouble till | get

back. Then we'll talk, okay?."

He nodded. She closed the door carefully behind her. It locked with
an audi bl e click, and Ji mwondered what she'd done to the nornmally
flimsy lock. Well, he was certainly in no position to pry, but there
was w thout a doubt sonething awfully odd about Ms. Cat Thi baudeaux,
lately arrived from sonmepl ace el se she wouldn't tal k about.

A nystery in search of an enigna. As if he didn't have a full plate of
that kind of stuff already. He flopped back and stretched, then swept

the sheet off his naked body, did a half flip that put himon his feet,
and padded softly over to the pot of still-steam ng coffee.

Anot her nystery. It wasn't synthetic coffee, but the real thing. A of
of rmoney... Well, maybe after they tal ked, he'd have a better idea of
what was what. In the nmeantinme, he could make a little headway on
figuring out the rest of it. The really scary stuff.

He even nanaged to think this wi thout seeing a picture of Carl, dead in
his arms. At least not right away. It was an inprovenent.

By the time she cane back, he had the innards of the cook unit spread
out on the tabletop next to his makeshift tool kit. "This is junk," he
told her as he poked at a corroded bit of electronic riot samwth a
bent fork.



"Hey a fork," she replied. "Pretty sophisticated tools there, M.
Smth."

"Unfortunately, | left ny good repair kit in nmy other he told her

"I kinda guessed," she replied, as she slid into the chair and placed a
greasy paper bag down in front of him He his nose. It snelled

del i ci ous.

"Fresh doughnuts,” she told him "And sonme bagel s and cheese. Don't
thank ne all at once, now "

She eyed himcarefully. He had no idea---or at |east she think he
did--but the tine since she'd met himwas aboutl strangest period she'd
spent in years. And she still couldn't up her nmind: was he sonme kind
of trap, or not?

Ji m pushed the tangle of netal and chips and plastic away a di sgusted
wheeze. "Huh, forget it. | can't fuit. Do | still doughnut?"

She shoved the paper bag across. He dug around, pulled out, said, "Al
right! Crumb cake, ny favorite!," and took fist-sized pastry in one
bite.

"And good manners, too," Cat told him "Everything | like in a He
nodded, cheeks puffed, jaws working. "Mmph, unph?" "What?"

"I... uh... waitam nna--there. ay. So, Cat, where do go when you
won't tell ne where you go?"

She tipped her head back. Wat makes you think 1'll tell now, when
haven't before?"

He | eaned agai nst the back of the chair and crossed his over his chest.
He was not unaware this made his biceps larger than they actually were.
"Well, 'cause | thought 1'd few trades. You probably noticed

haven't had rmuch to either?." He thought that came out sounding nicely
strong, silent, even maybe sophisticated.

He watched the pink tip of her tongue dart out, just a flash, touch the
top of her bottomlip. The fleeting glinpse sent one of those

pl easantly annoying tingles rustling up his spine.

She said, "What, Mster Stone? Mster danf? You, reticent?"

wi nked.. "Not that it matters, though."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You may think you're being all discreet and strong and but you're
about as easy a read as the funnyvids."

"Huh? Not possible, Cat lady. You're guessing, is all."

"Ch? Then try this for a guess." She touched the side of her



t hen poked one finger up. "First. You're not a Pleb, never been

Whi ch neans you're a runaway, because you are too to be out on your
own--at least in your class of people. d--" She raised another finger
"What ever you're running fromis pretty nasty, 'cause you wake ne up
with your nightrmares. Third, you don't have any idea what you're gonna
do, because it is obvious to ne you're clueless.”

She smled, to take a little of the sting away. Still wondering about
hi m though

"And, numnber four: you would like to nmove fromyour side of the to ny
side just about nmore than anything in the world, and

that 'cause you bl ush whenever you |l ook at nme and you think | can't see
you. Just like you are now "

"Now | ' m enbarrassed,” he told her

She grinned conplacently. "Go on, aml right, or aml| right?"

He shrugged, his cheeks in flanes. "Wll, maybe about the | ast
part."

"About the rest of it, too, Il bet." She snatched back the bag of

pastries. "Blush all you want, but don't hog ny breakfast, buddy."
She fished out a bagel, broke off a tiny piece, and nibbled it
delicately.

"So," she said. "How about you? What do you think you' ve figured out
about me? And wipe that stupid grin off your face. You look |like
you' re gonna start drooling any mnute now "

He grabbed anot her doughnut to mask his disconcertrment. So what
exactly had he figured out about her?. He bit down and chewed
t hought ful | y.

"Well, you're nysterious. | think you' re about my age, maybe a little
ol der--but you are a Pleb. So | don't know exactly what you being on
your own means, except it's probably different than for sonebody Iike
ne."

She nodded slowy. Encouraged, he continued. "You go places and don't
tell me, and you seemto have all the noney you need both kinds,
underground cash, and legal chip credits "Wll, at least you're
reasonably observant." "Thanks, Mata Hari."

She stared at himblankly. "And that's another thing," he went on. "No
of fense, but you're not as educated as | am-not formally,

at least. | know who Mata Hari is. But | don't think you do."
Her forehead crinkled. "Sure | do. He was.." uh..."
He grinned. "Wong. She was a spy. A real old-tiney one, back three

centuries or so on old Terra. Prespace, even."

"That what you think I an? A spy?"



He shrugged. "I dunno. You could be, | suppose. An spy, maybe,
wor ki ng for some Terran conpany. | mean, if have all this noney, why
do you live in a dunp like this?

you could live anywhere? Unless you're living exactly where want
to--and for the sanme reasons | anP"

For a nonent he hesitated, wanting to say sonethi ng sonethi ng honest,
but afraid to. He was treading too close to nany edges--his own, and

perhaps hers as well. But... he shrugged. |In for a penny, in for a
pound.
"Um and killing people doesn't seemto bother you too nuch." She

ai red an opaque glance at him then twi sted off one mnuscule bit of
bagel , popped it in her nouth--giving another delightful flash of pink
tongue--and chewed. Her turned sonmewhat vague. As if she were

consi dering sonmething. "It's a fair analysis, Jim Better than |
woul d have given you for. You' re what--sixteen? You think better than
nost old kids. How cone is that?"

He felt hinmself sliding closer to dangerous territory. He really tel
her the truth, could he? Well, why not? It all came to a matter of
trust. Did he trust her?.

Pie tried to weigh it all, but in the end it balanced on his hunches,
feelings, the intuition he'd never known he had, beginning to find and
trust. She was strange, yeah, but it bad strange. Not |ike those
murderers who had cone to the Not |ike whatever awful secret had cone
snarling out of his past to weck his present and poison his future.

And CGod, he so desperately wanted to tell soneone:

So he did.

| Low," she said, when he had furnished.

Even he had not understood just how much poison had up in his system

and how good it felt to spewit out into bright, cleansing Iight of
day.



But when he finished, a dull fire burned in his cheeks that had
nothing to do with Cat, and everything to do with his own shane.

"I"'ma nurderer," he said, sinply. "I didn't want to be, but | am
That's why | couldn't use the noly knife on that Pleb kid who tried to
mug me. | didn't want to be a nmurderer again. Not by my own choosing.

He | ooked across the table at her, helplessly. Her features were set,
al nost bl ank. Her expression frightened himnore than anything he'd
ever seen on a human face. "Do... do you hate ne?" he said. She nmade
up her mnd then

She stood up, came slowy around the table, and bent down. Her breath
was slow and warmin his ear. Gently, she urged himout of the chair,
turned him guided himtoward the still-runpled mattress on the

fl oor.

"You're not a nurderer,”
all.”

she said. "And, no, | don't hate you at



He didn't wake up to a new day. It was nore like a newlife. O
perhaps his old one, mraculously restored to him at |east as nmuch as
it could be.

The norning sun | eaked a faded rose gl ow through the drawn plastic
shades, softening the rough edges of the shabby little apartnent,
drapi ng cool shadows in the corners so that everything | ooked just the
slightest bit unreal. A holovid set, maybe.

Ji m pushed hinself up on his el bows, the thin sheet across his chest.
She was a vague warnth next to him His slow novenent brought her
hal f - awake. She snmacked her |lips a couple of tines, snorted softly,
and rol |l ed back over, taking a good bit of the sheet with her.

He smiled down on her--if smle was the correct designation for the
expression that stretched his face so wide his jaw muscl es ached and
his lips felt drawn out of shape. He wondered if it was better than
he'd expected, and decided he really had no i dea of what he'd expected,
not in the face of the reality of it. Al his previous notions had
been those of a child. Now he'd opened a door and stepped through, and
on the other side everything was changed. Everything... That sadness
he woul d never entirely | ose took himthen, and under his breath he

whi spered, "Dad..."

But even that shade passed himby, |eaving only the cool ness of regret,
a perfect match for the shadows in the corners of the room in the
corners of his soul



How coul d he ever repay her?. Wth her one sinple act of of offering
the thing every woman possessed, she had rescued The act that opened
wi de space and let in the nmoon and the had worked its eternal and
nmyst eri ous magi ¢, and sonehow had gi ven himback a future. Not,

per haps, the future he had innocently imagi ned even a week ago, but
somet hing; the wish have a future, perhaps. So fragile, and yet so

i ncredibly

He could still have the stars, if he yet wanted them That was she had
returned to him the stars, and the great white ships sought them

Today | ama man, he thought to hinmself, feeling a vague of nenory, of
a link between those words and a ritual far ancient than he knew  But
this passed as well, as the rose gl ow dawn slowy deepened into the red
heat of a Wl fbane norning, and a cockroach, its ancestors

i nadvertently fromdistant Earth, ran crazily across the wall.

| have to know, he told hinmself. She gave ne back ny life. who tried
to take it in the first place? And why?

"Mom hang on. Werever you are, |'mconing

Later... "So," she said, "now what?"

She was stirring too much sugar into her second cup and the |onger she
was awake, the nore distant she seened becone. He couldn't understand
it.

"I's something the matter?" he asked. "No... yes... | don't know
Maybe." "lIs it me?"

She stared at himover the rimof the cup, her pale blue wary. Then
she nodded. "Probably."

He tried to feel his way into it. But he felt so young, so enced, so
clumsy. He didn't want to hurt her. He didn't want hurt hinself,
ei ther.



"You, uh, didn't have to... you know?."

"Yeah, damm it. | know. That's the problem Knewit when I did it,
and didn't care. 1'mnot supposed to do stuff like that. But you
seened so... | don't know. You needed ne, needed sonebody, and | guess

| just nom nated nyself."

She paused, sipped coffee, smled faintly. "Not that it was all that
unpl easant or anything. Actually, | enjoyed it. You seened to be
pretty happy with it, yourself.l' She eyed hi mdenurely.

"Hey," she said. "Did | mention you' re cute when you bl ush?"

He shook his head. She was just too quick for him especially when he
was in this state--whatever this state was he was in. Alittle voice
in the far reaches of his m nd whispered that he had just discovered an
eternal secret, but that knowing it would do him a male, absolutely no
good at all. No nore than if a steer in its slaughterhouse had the wit
to understand a hamer. It would make the blow no | ess strong, nor
less ultimately fatal

"Maybe, " he offered, "it would be better if I took off. You know "
But she shook her head. "After | went to all that trouble? O fering
you the flower of nmy... uh, flower? Nope, JimSmth, |I now have stuff
invested in you. So | think I want you to stick around. Besides,
there's sonmebody | want you to neet."

"Huh? Who's that?" He wasn't sure he wanted to nmeet anybody. In
fact, the thought of stepping out of this tiny cubicle brought an
unconfortabl e cranping sensation into his belly.

"Just a guy," she said. "Don't worry. | think you'll fred you have a
ot in conmmon."

ucas Morninglory, son. Betcha never forget a nane |ike that, huh?" He
had a jaw | i ke a shovel full of rotten yellow teeth, big teeth, and
eyes of the same general color. But jaundice seemed to suit him aside
fromthe odd gol den hue of teeth, skin, and eyes, he seened healthy
enough. dd, though. Very old

"Please to neet you, Mster Mrninglory," Jimsaid. He stuck



out his hand and found it promptly engul fed by fingers | eather-w apped
cable. "Quch!"

"Lucas," Cat said. "He's mne. Don't break him okay?." "Yours?"
The irises of Lucas's eyes were snall and hard brown; raisins swi ming
in butter cream Sharp. "That true, You belong to Cat?"

Ji m shrugged. He had no idea what was happeni ng here, but assuned if
he kept his mouth shut |ong enough, one of these people would I et him
in on the secret. Besides, the idea ing to Cat wasn't entirely a bad
one. |If he had to belong to body.

The ragged edges of a storm had worked their way over the distant
nmount ai ns, and now the wi nd had begun to rise. A set o tarpaulins,
tattered and split, suddenly sounded a rippling beal overhead, and a
few wi ndbl own drops of rain spattered down marked the aged concrete
wal kway on whi ch they stood.

"Gonna be a bad one," Lucas observed, smacking his lips. "M elbow
joints are acting up already."

Jimnodded. |If Cat wanted himto, he was perfectly willing stand here
and listen to this old party babbl e about the weather' for days.

But Lucas squinted brightly at him then abruptly sl apped seanmed pal ns
on the thighs of his filthy jeans. "Enough of the polite chitchat, eh
son? Cat tells nme you need to fred out sonme stuff. So, are you ready
to take a ride?"

"I guess so..." Aride? Wat the hell had Cat told this ancient
wi zened bird?

"We 11 see about that," Mrninglory said.

Jimglanced at Cat. She nodded. "Lucas is the" best hacker in the
whole Pleb culture. Here on WIf bane, at |east.

"Anywhere, girlie," he cackled. "Anywhere, and don't you forget

She nodded. "Like you said, we'll see about that."



Meet the gang," Morninglory chirped. H s voice was high-pitched,
cracking, an old man's voice. Yet he noved quickly and surely,

yout hful as a boy. Jim began to wonder what sort of biol ogica
restructuring he'd had done to hinself. Fair amount, it |ooked |ike.

He had led theminto what appeared to be an abandoned factory of sone
sort; great rusty hul ks of shattered machinery | oomed upward in the
afternoon gloom Qutside, the sudden sizzle of |ightning, several |ong
beats, and an answering peal of thunder. A gust of wet w nd whi pped

t hrough rmurky skylights propped open overhead.

The gang was three ot her people, two wonen, both of indeterninate age,
and one very young boy whose bony skull was shaved snooth as an egg. He
| ooked up fromthe huge, cobbl ed-together pile of electronics boxes

t hat surrounded himand grinned at Mdrninglory. The two ol der wonen
both seened to be busy fetching himplastic bottles of soda, handfuls
of computer storage chips, and bags of potato chips.

The bald one is called Chip, and the two | adies, Frick and Frack."

Mor ni ngl ory bowed toward the trio, and Chip nodded in reply. It was
when he noved his 'head that Jimnoticed a cascade of thin wires
droppi ng fromjacks behind his ears to the machi nes around hin six,
seven, no ten separate lines. He'd never heard of such a huge nunber
of direct conputer-brain connections. The boy | ooked human enough, but
Ji m wondered. How could you get that up close and personal with your
machi nes and still remain unaffected? As for the two wonen, they took
no notice of the newconmers whatsoever--in fact" acted far nore
machi nel i ke than Chip did.

"Chip's my speed denon," Morninglory announced cheerfully. "You need a
kid's reflexes for the kind of stuff | do."

Ji m | ooked back and forth between them Mrninglory |ooked |like a
derelict. If anybody |ooked Iike a hacker, it was Chip. He said

SO

"Ch, Chip's alot faster'n me," Mrninglory agreed. "But | know a | ot
nore than he does, y'see. | tell himwhat to do, and then he



does it, faster and better than | could. But he needs ne to, like
drive him Think of Chipper as a very fast gravcar. You can five
hundred nil es per hour, but wi thout a driver, all you got is weck
wai ting to happen.”

Chip grinned. Jimnoticed his teeth seened to be solid

"Not true, old man. You may know a little nore than | oughta, you, re
about a hundred years older than me--but it's partnership, get it? I'm
not your car."

Mor ni ngl ory waved one hand negligently. "Pay no attention him folKks.
Hs brain's addled fromall those wires going intoit."” 1'll addle

you, you old cranker,"” Chip nuttered.

"But he really is good. Together, we're the best. Trust ne."

Ji m nodded. "So what do you want ne to do?"
"Not hi ng," Mdrninglory told him "Well, | want you to jack this
machi ne over here--we'll just use your standard virtual-reality

jack--so's | can get a picture of what we are | ooking for

Ji m nodded, feeling faintly uneasy. He knew what intended. Jimwould
call up a conputer nodeling programand then create everything he could
renenber of that night--throughl his direct virtual-reality interface.
Once created, Mrninglory and Chip would feed the results into whatever
arcane progranms used and, with luck, perhaps be able to fred out who
and whatu had attacked Jimand his fanily.

Maybe even find Morn... He took a deep breath and stepped forward. "You
got a jack me?" He |ooked at Cat as Morningl ory handed himthe small
connector. Cat nodded, then wi nked. Jimgrinned. "Ckay," he "Let's
doit."”

o matter how many tines Jim"jacked in" to cyberspace and established a
di rect connection between his own thoughts and the silicon heart of a
conput er web, the sensation was al ways strange.



First, a faint, fizy sensation at the base of his skull, then a
monentary flash of darkness while the conputer and his brain dickered
over who was in charge. Then the nonent of blindness passed, |eaving
himw th an odd sense of double vision. He could see the real world
just free, but as if through a pane of glass-clear, but sonething in
between. That was the machi ne, and the pseudo gl ass was the screen
upon whi ch the conmputer projected whatever it w shed.

He could achieve a |ink so tenuous that he was barely aware of the
conputer at all, or so conplete that he snelled, tasted, heard, felt,
and saw with perfect clarity a virtual world that did not exist except
in the agreenent between his mnd and the conputer

Eerie. But he was well used to it. The jack felt cool between his

fingertips as he plugged it into the socket behind his ear. He saw

Morni nglory plug in three cables. Chip was already festooned with a
Christrmas tree's worth of high-tech wiring.

"Ckay...." Mrninglory said. "Here we go."
And the real world |urched away into darkness.

Jimfloated in the blank and the black, but this time it was not scary.
A soft voice whispered in his ear. "Ckay, now start renmenbering. |'lI
grab it as it comes by and use it to build on. W have an unlimted
supply of tenplates."

Ji m nodded to hinsel f, another odd sensati on, because he could no
| onger feel his physical body. How could you nod a head you didn't
have?

He began to try to remenber everything he could about the night his
world fell apart. As the first horrifying i mages swaminto his m nd
he cringed. Their enotional heat was still searing, and the effort he
had to make in order to hold themwas as great as anything he had ever
tried to do before. Still, he kept on, until he reached that instant
he'd hoped he could wi pe away entirely--the nonment when his father had
died in his arms, that faint, departing smle still on his lips.

"I love you..."

"Hold it right there," a voice whispered. "You re overamping. Let ne
take over now. .."

And sonehow Morninglory was there, the blanket of his personality
mercifully interposed between Jimand his nmenories, snoothing them
filtering them

"See, you saw a lot of stuff you don't renmenber. Peripheral novenent,
fl ashes, nenoriesl Like... right there."

Jimsaw a face hanging in the darkness. A strange, hel neted



face, helnet mask flipped up to expose pale skin, eyes |like pools,
bl ood red lipstick.

"Nasty," Morninglory comented. "Remenber her?"
"No, " Jim said.

"Well, you do. kay, | want you to relax, now. |'ve got that's
useful, | think. Now cones the hard part."

For a | ong nonment there was nothing but silence. Then,

Ji m began to hear the rushing thud of his own blood in his ears.
dick!

"Ch," Morninglory nmurmured. "Forgot to ask. How do you nme to do this?
Filter, or do you want to watch at the |evel ?"

Jimconsidered. If he were to try to watch Chip and do their hacking
at machine level, all he would see woul d be inconprehensi bl e bursts of
energy that nade up digital the |anguage of computers. A filter would
be nmuch better. "Filter," he said.

"COkay. Any preference?"

Ji m shrugged hi s nonexi stent shoul ders. Somehow M. picked up the
nmoverment. "l've got a nice one. | call it super city right?"

"Sure," Jimsaid.
And the darkness.." tw sted.
inda |ike those dreanms of flying, huh?"

Ji m nodded. He could see his body again, but he felt |ike some kind of
nmyt hi cal superhero. He was. flying | ow over a vast plain choked with
glowing, nmulticolored structures. Rapidly nmoving chunks of 1ight
streanmed in the interstices between the structures, the filtered
representations of-data flows. Here and there massive and convol uted
shapes thrust hi gh above the general mass. On the flickering sides of
t hese constructions streaks and trails of light blinked and craw ed.



"What the hell are those?" Jimasked. imediately he felt hinself
swoopi ng toward the nearest. He glanced to one side and saw two
figures flying along with him One resenbled pictures of the ancient
Yahweh, the old god, conplete with flowi ng robes, long white hair, and
an inposing beard. In his right hand the figure grasped a living

t hunderbolt, a naked staff of fizzing, spitting electricity. Beyond
this amazing figure swooped a younger man--dark-haired, wearing a
skintight uniformwith a big letter S on the front, and a long crinson
cape stream ng out behind.

Jimlaughed. "Pretty hokey," he said.

Yahweh chuckl ed. "Keeps our spirits up."

The smal |l party swooshed up close to the towering structure and halted
a few yards away. "Don't go any closer," Mrninglory said. 'this baby
is wired about six different ways."

Jimfelt his skin cram. "Were are we, exactly?."

"Mai n Wl f bane cyberspace. The World Wb," Mrninglory replied. "W're
in a rather heavily restricted area right now. Government databases,
mlitary stuff, corporations that would be awfully hurry if they knew
we were here."”

Jimfelt a twinge. "How hurry is that?"
"Killer programs. Brain bonbs and neural zappers,"

Morni nglory said. "But not to worry. W' ve done this before.” ‘'hat's
nice," Jimsaid.

"Well, you said you wanted to wat ch--whoops. Look there." Sonething

pal e, of indeterninate shape, had swumto the surface of the data mass
before them It was vague and ghostly, but it seened al nbst aware of

their presence.

"Hmm Seens we've been noticed. GCkay, Chipper. Do your stuff." The
boy floated forward until he faced the growi ng white bl ob head-on
Pseudopods began to extend fromthe bl ob, growi ng and stretching unti
they extended out fromthe larger structure itself.

"Dunmb prograns, tattletales. But you don't want to let themtouch you.
They don't let go, and they call for nastier stuff to conme help."

"Ch," Jimsaid. "Wat is this data mass?"

Soft laughter. "Conbined Intelligence Agencies,
"r'they get a bit touchy about intruders."

Mor ni ngl ory sai d.

Ji m swal | oned heavily.

Now Chi p extended his own hands, palms out. His red cloak billowed out
behind him floating on an unseen wi nd. Suddenly, from his pal s,
| ances of bright green light sprang forward to neet the



oncom ng white pseudo pods Where the two net cane flashes, and a
sizzling smell like the air after a lightning strike.

Jimknew it was all unreal, a function of the filter had applied to
what was really happening, but it still seened vivid and lifelike as
anyt hing he'd ever seen or felt.

"Wow, " Ji m br eat hed.
"Chip's using a cracker program Turns off those alarnms, the way."

And, indeed, the ghostly white shape was shrinking in on turning dul
and dark, and beginning to fade entirely. After long nonents it
vani shed.

"Good enough," Mrninglory said. Were the white shape been was now a
pul sing blue opening in the skin of the data "Door's open, gents. Shal
we go see what's in the cupboard?”

Jimfelt hinself being swept forward, into the npost guarded--and
deadl y--data space on Wl f bane.

In a way it was disappointing. He had jinked around with den bases
before, though nothing on this scale. But it had been whiz breaking
into the school's base, sc runmagi ng around in forbidden grade files,
even taking a quick peek at the files for the teachers. dd Doctor
Forzwi I, for instance Jimhis nonexistent head. He was allow ng his
concentration to wander. Potentially dangerous, not only for him but
for Lucas Chip. He pulled his thoughts together and told hinself:
Focus!

Good thing, too. It looked as if things had sped up. Once crashed
past the heavily guarded portal, they entered a sort of space. In
fact, space was al nost what it |ooked like, a sea tiny flickering stars
stretching out endlessly before them

He gl anced around and coul dn't see Mrninglory or Chip, but knew they
were still with him "Wat's up?" he asked.

A di senbodi ed voice replied. "Hmm \Very interesting... shut up, boy.
W' re busy."



This whol e fal se universe began to blink, as they seemed to dart from
star to star, but far faster than any human ship could hope to avigate
real space-tine, For several |long monments Jimsinply let hinself go
with this awesone flow, drifting in Mrninglory's wake, his virtua
mout h and virtual eyes wide with wonder at the nmonunmental vistas of
unrestrai ned data space

"Ch, damm," Morninglory nuttered.

A quick chill jittered down Jims spine, a chill that didn't seem
virtual at all. "Dam? Wat do you nmean, dam? |s something w ong"

Mor ni ngl ory made no reply, an event in itself upsetting, but very
qui ckly it becane obvi ous why he hadn't--and why no reply was needed.

Of in the vanishing distance a cluster of stars began to throb, and
their neticul ous constellation to change its pattern. Now, one by one,
each pulsating white dot silently exploded, creating an infinity of new
stars. Coser stars. Wich thenselves repeated the process until they
now advanced upon a coruscating wall of solid Iight.

"I think," Mrninglory said, "we should probably take our |eave." And,
i ndeed, they began to retreat nicely, the wall before them grow ng

dimrer, until Jimbegan to relax again. It couldn't be much | onger
till they were out of the ClA data space and relatively safe.
"Morninglory, | need a hand here,"” came Chip's soft, tense voice.

"Zapper's got hold of me, and it's starting to bite."

Just as he was trying to figure out what that neant, On's vision
vani shed, and he found hinself drifting hel pl ess and cut off, alone
again in the blank and the bl ack.

he al arms had been sounding for sone time now, both on

Wl f bane and, via faster-than-light super |unminal connectors, on
distant Earth itself.



To repel the attack was, in general, work for machines, or |east the
software that ran on them Things noved too quickly a human response
to be of any hel p--which m ght have strange, given that the security
breach was caused by effort. The difference was sinple--the attackers
had t he advantage. They knew what they were after, but the defenders
did and so had to nmake their defense on all fronts. A brute force of
thing, and far better done by killer software prograns |ike brain
bonbs, the neural zappers.

It is in the nature of cybernetic attack and defense that sides nust,
to sonme extent, expose their vul nerable parts: defenders, of course,
reveal that which they defend--their of secret data. But the
attackers, in order to use cyberspace at nmust nmentally enter into it
that is, open their nminds to the ings of the conputer nets. And it is
axiomatic--the way in is the way out or, nore sinply, buddy, that's a
two-way street. Neural zappers went the other way.

And one had rolled right down the self-built throughway Chip and

Mor ni ngl ory had built, crashed through all the barriers, and barreled
right into Chip's brain, where it was what it had been designed to do:
erase data.

The human mind is as much a conputer as any nachi ne and, given that
nost conputers were now grown than built, it was not even physically
that rmuch different in structure, if a great deal nore conplex. But
the zappers didn't about conplexity--a barbarian my destroy the work
Archi nedes as easily as sonme peasant's kitchen pots. is always easy.

Chi p screaned.

The sound was so loud it broke through the Mrninglory had built around
Jims perceptions, in order to himwhile he fought for all of their
l'ives.

But Chip's agony, as chunks of his nenory literally grated before the
zapper's brutal attack, shattered those walls and dunped "Jim
unceremoni ously into the chaos of mutual struggle.

It was an awesone, and awesonely confusing, sight.

The first thing Ji msaw when the darkness vani shed was appeared to be
an endl ess stream of multicolored ribbons, twirling and snaki ng around
two figures who al ready appeared numified. One was screaning; the

ot her was fighting back, bolts of lightning flickering within the
bui | ding cl oud of the ribbons, blasting great



holes in their mndless, choking structure. But even Jimcould tel
the battle was dooned. No matter how nuch destruction the bolts
acconpl i shed, nmore twi sting ribbons skated in, slick and evil, to
bandage t he wounds and further snother the thrower of lightning. And
Chi p kept on scream ng.

The only good thing Jimcould i magi ne was that, for sone reason or
other, the CIA's killer ribbons weren't attacking him He presuned
that Morninglory's attenpt to nmask his presence was responsi ble, but he
couldn't depend on the effect |asting, now that he could see the
zappers hinself. |If he could see them probably they could see him

For the noment, though, he was free. And he knew exactly what to do.

He cl osed his eyes, envisioned his own real body, reached up, and
jerked the cyberjack fromits socket in his skull. A shower of white
spar ks expl oded behind his eyes. For a nmonment he saw a hazy vision of
Cat's face, concerned, floating in front of him and then the pseudo
epil eptic seizures that always acconpani ed an unpl anned virtua
connection break wapped himin bands of iron and dragged hi m down to
dar kness.

iiml Jim wake up!"

Sonet hing slamred into himhard, and he tried to roll away. No use. It
sl ammed hi m agai n, rocked him Heavy blows. Sonething flickered,

di stant, a monent of |ight.

Wham  Anot her bl ow, but somehow refreshing. It knocked away t hat
weird stasis that had gripped him Now the Iight began to grow, nuzzy
gray, fuzzy cotton, brighter "Ca"

She'd drawn back her hand to smack hi magain, and only barely stayed
the blow. "Wat? Wat's wong?. Wat's going on?" she denanded.

But he was already scrambling across her, to where both



Morni ngl ory and Chip reclined quietly, their skins pale, their lids
twitching slightly. As he lunged for themboth Frick and nmoved to stop
hi m

"Wait!"  Frick said.
"You can't do that!" Frack chined in.

But he burst through themlike a |Iinebacker shruggi ng downfield

bl ockers and threw hinself across Chip's slight body.: was but a
monent's work to rip the connections fromhis |Imediately the boy began
to convul se. Frack screaned, Frick unlinbered a small stun gun from
underneath her swung it around. Jimgot his hands on Morninglory's
just as the st unbolt buried itself in his skin and turned himlike a
cheap |i ght bul b.



It's got sonething to do with the Plebs," Mrninglory said. Cat bent
over himand touched his forehead. Frack, still holding vigil, stirred
at the novenent. Cat glanced up. "I won't hurt him" she said.

"Where's the kid, that Jimguy?." Morninglory asked.

"He's resting up. Frack zapped hi mwhen he was pulling the jacks out
of your skull. He'd already done Chip by then."

Mor ni ngl ory | ooked even nore haggard than before. Large purple bruises
di sfigured his forehead and the part of his skull that wasn't covered
wi th bandages. Hi s golden skin had faded, and his eyes now | ooked |i ke
bl oody egg yol ks. He shivered.

"Kid saved our lives, you know. Neural zapper had both me and Chip for
good and square. W couldn't have broken it. He did the right thing,
the only thing."

Cat shook her head. "I'll get to himlater. How did they get to you?
| thought you were the best."

Morni ngl ory grimaced up at her. "l--let's say |I'mone of the best, and
leave it at that. See, | tried to use Jims stuff as a key, and it

wor ked. Worked too dammed wel |, because it set off alarms fromhere
all the way to Terra. That wasn't any ordinary piece of killer
software cane after ne and Chip. It was mnd slaver stuff,

manuf actured on Earth, and shipped out here by super lumnal inter
face. "

Cat stared at him "You're kidding, right?"

He shook hi s head.



She went on. "Mrningl'ory, are you telling ne sonebody operating

real -time hacker-killer programs on a faster-than-1ight connection from
Earth? M God, you could rent a full day on fl conbi ned Wl f bane nega
processor for that kind of nobney. He you could buy the processor
itself, as far as it goes.” "I know," he said. "What's going on

t hen?"

"Jim It's him He's wired into something big. Bigger than
t hought . "

"You said it has to do with the Plebs. And m nd sl aver
Can we handle it?"
He shrugged. "Maybe..."

She | ooked down on him "He's a nice kid, you know?. | think going to
hate nyself for this."

Mor ni ngl ory turned his jaundi ced gaze on her. H s |lips noved and for a

nmonent she saw his grin peep through. "You're just kid, too, Cat."
She | ooked away. "lI'man old kid, Mdrninglory. Real old."
h... which one are you? Frick, or Frack?"

Jim s guardian grunted, put aside the skin-mag she'd view ng, and stood
up. Her big thighs jiggled slowy.

"Frick," she said.

"You the one, that stunned ne?"

She shook her head. "Frack," she said. "Those aren't y'know. "
"Where's Cat?"

"She's with Mrninglory. You want her?."

"Yes, please..."

Frick waddl ed out of the room



- very body nmade it out?" he asked Cat, after she had shooed Frick
out of the room

"Ni ce place," she said, glancing around. The room was about the size
of a couple of large closets pasted together. Walls of reprocessed

fi berboard, scarred and gray. The single wi ndow was covered with so
much grinme, it was hard to tell whether it was daylight outside or not.
And the smell of stale curry perneated all visible surfaces.

"Did everybody get out? Yeah, nore or less. Morninglory's okay.
He's trying to figure out what hit you guys."
"What about Chi p?"

Cat shrugged. "He was jacked in the heaviest, so he took the brunt.
He's in a coma. Morninglory's got some techs growi ng a bunch of new
brain tissue for him He says he'll be all right."

Jimfelt his stomach turn a slow, queasy flip. |In the |ast few days
he'd seen a |l ot of horror, but the thought of Chip---brain burned.
Actual brain tissue destroyed by the zappers. How close had he been?
He felt an itchy, shrinking sensation at the fork of his | egs and

i nvoluntarily cupped hinsel f there.

Cat noticed the movenent. "Ch? You feeling that nuch better

al ready?. "

He nanaged a wan grin. "Later, okay? |I'mnot.." up for it yet." For
a long nonent, silence. He sighed softly. "A waste of tine, huh?

Al most got us all killed, and nothing to show for it, right? Jeez, |
am sonme kind of a screw up..."

"Well, | hesitate to argue that, but as for the rest--no, we got a |ot

of stuff. Mrninglory's running it through analysis now Listen, Jim
| don't believe nuch in coincidence, but if there is some deus running

the big machi na, She nust have had a hand in getting us together. Seens
the problem|' mworking on just |oves everything about you."

He pushed hinmself up on his el bows, w nced, and settled back down.
"How s that? Uh, just exactly what is it you' re doing, Cat? Sonehow
we never got around to tal king about it."



"Ch, you were close enough. Spy will do for lack of a better
description. Actually, 1I'mlooking for sonething."

"And now you're going to tell me what it is?"

"Uh- huh. My parents died of the Pleb Psychosis. And to what

Mor ni ngl ory says, you are cross-referenced a hundred fe rent ways with
that subject. Oh, you're the star of another show as well. Care to
make a guess?"

Jimfelt his nmouth drop open. Al nost everything she had said made his

brain feel all dark and fizzy. He wanted to open mouth and talk in one
of those phony robot accents, and say and over again: Does not compute.
Does not conpute

"Coul dn't even begin to," he said finally.

"M ndsl aver tech. You're all cross-wired into mnd slaver too."

Conmmander Steele took the call fromher spot on a in the ship's rehab
center. The little digital nonitor said al ready done twenty-two mles.
Only eighteen to go. Overhead,

glow lights spread an antiseptic, even glow. She felt |ike a bug going
t hrough an operating theater. W rse than that, she stupid. Moving

al ong at top wal ki ng speed, while the ship ried her burned a
faster-than-1ight, super |umi nal hole space-tine.

"Steele. What?"

"It was al nbst a good job," the voice said. "OCh. Hello, there. |
don't think so."

"Of course you don't," the voice went on. It was odd,

Steel e striding along, speaking in the general direction of her right

shoul der, where there was nothing visible at all. Nor could the

di senbodi ed voi ce be heard by anybody but her, either. "You killed
Carl Saganovich. That's something.” "He was calling hinself Carl
Endi cott."

"I read your report. You' ve got the wonman?"



"Uh- huh. You want her?"

"Enough that |'ve diverted your ship to the battle satellite instead of
direct planet fall on Terra."

"She's that val uabl e?"

"l don't know. But it's safer, and it's a faster turnaround for
you. "

Steele slowed a bit. Her heart rate was rising above eighty. Getting
old, damm it. "For nme? \Where am| going?."

"Ri ght back where you came from W got a line on the boy. Al npst
nailed him but mssed."”

"I"'ve lost my Ateam" she said.

He chuckled. "Steele, not to worry. This time, |I'm sending you back
wi th the whol e dammed arny."

It took alnost ten days, but now Morninglory was noving around in a
notori zed chair that responded to commands through the single wire
jacked fromhis skull socket to the chair's brain. The three of them
were outside, on the cracked concrete apron around the factory. The
concrete snelled of dried oil and sunburned patches of asphalt.

Mor ni ngl ory's chair went wurzz, wurzz as they wal ked al ong beneath the
gl azed red light of the sun

"First thing, what do you know about the Pleb Psychosis?" Cat said.

Mor ni ngl ory appeared al nost recovered, his nornal gol den gl ow nasking
his fading bruises. Cat |ooked sleek and well fed, and Jimfelt as if
he woul d probably survive the bad case of twitches he'd acquired from
his first real attenpt at serious hacking.

"Pleb Psychosis?" Jimshrugged. "A nob psychology thing. Only
happens on Earth. Bunch of Plebs go bad crazy all at once. Usually a
| ot of violence."”

She nodded. "Leaving aside the obvious inconsistencies of that
analysis, it has a couple of factual errors as well. First, there have
been instances of it here, in the Wl fbane Pleb conmunities. Second,
the violence isn't just usual, as you put it. It is always



there. Wthout the violence, you don't have the psychosis.

definition, I know, but it's what we work with."
Ji m shook his head. "I don't understand, Cat. How could | anything to
do with that stuff?. | don't even know enough about be accurate when

we talk. And you're the frrst Pleb I've ever
Mor ni ngl ory cackled. "l guess that makes me the second.
do you think, so far, Jinbo?"

"I don't know. Sonething tells me all the Plebs aren't like' tw. O
Chip, either."

Cat stopped and regarded himthoughtfully. "You know,

an interesting thing to say, because it says nore about you does about
us. O Plebs."

"Huh? Wat do you nean?" Jim had the sudden, sinking he had just made
an ass of hinself. Wrse, he had no idea had done.

"Well, you think we are not ordinary Plebs. Because,

that we seemas snart as you, or we do conplicated things, |ike
Morni ngl ory there. That we don't just lie around heading, or pick up
extra noney doi ng the occasi onal muggi ng."

He wi nced. Although he'd never exam ned his opinions Plebs, what she
had just described was unconfortably close to vaguely formed opi ni ons
he did hold. And stated baldly, as had just done, those hazy opinions
sounded woeful Iy

Wrse, they sounded |ike bigotry of the nost despicable sort. "I...
uh, well maybe | might be a little m staken--"

"Ch, don't be silly. What other ideas could a boy |like you nmean,
raised as a citizen, fully educated, trained to do work--why would you
regard the Plebs as anything but a drain on society? And a useless
one, at that?"

Her use of the word "boy" hurt. He tried to ignore it--how pain had
his own words just inadvertently caused? Her were Plebs, and they had
been killed in Pleb rioting.

"Listen, Cat."

Mor ni ngl ory had been listening with half an ear while he to red
somet hing arcane building up in his chair's "Plebs are useless, in
general ," he said. That's the problem ally. | ought to know |'m
one of them"

He gl anced over at Cat. "Ch, you hush up now, girl. 1t's true and you
know it. Sinple enough. Al through history, the for humans was there
weren't enough of them Not enough to plow the fields, hunt the
animals, build the cities, run the machines. And then, al nost
overnight, there were too nany of them



manY hands, and not enough | abor. We'd crossed over a line. So what
to do?"

He shrugged. "More and nore noney ended up in fewer and fewer pockets,
because only a minority could do work that coul dn't be done better by
machine. Until finally the people with the noney decided to spread it
around. There was so nuch of it, after all."

"Well, of course,” Cat said hotly. "You couldn't just |let people
starve."

"Don't think it wasn't considered. Check your history ho | os again,
and pay attention this tinme."

They came up to the battered, rusty fence that ringed the whol e
conpl ex. Strands of corroded barbed wire drooped al ong the top of the
fence. Jimlooked up, calculating.

"What would you do if you had to defend this place?" he asked. "This
fence doesn't look like it would sl ow down a nmosquito.”

Mor ni ngl ory nodded. "Now, why would we want to defend it in the first
pl ace? 1t doesn't make sense, really. Only people likely to attack it
are.. : ah... certain sectors of the government. O sone kind of
aliens with a death wish. Either way, | doubt even having a

Conf ederation battle cruiser sitting on the cement over there would do
much good. "

He | eaned back in his chair and swept his gaze the length of the fence,
back and forth. "Nope, you're right, that old thing wouldn't stop a
nmosquito." Then he cackled again and sl apped his knee. "It wouldn't,
Jimbo, but I"'mnot conpletely crazy. O a pacifist, either. | do have
a fewtricks up nmy sleeve. Since it isn't likely that it's nosquitoes
we'll be trying to stop.

"Which rem nds ne, Chipper's out of the treatnent tank, and the
readouts say he's good as new. \Wat say we go wel come himback? 1In a
way, he's the best trick I got. M nosquito killer."

teele wasn't entirely satisfied with the shape her knee was in. The
linp had al nost vani shed. But she could only do Ieg



squats with about two hundred pounds. Not much help if to drag sone
shot-to-pieces trooper in full battle arnmor fromto there.

Vell, with alittle bit of luck, it wouldn't be necessary. d ass
Doubl e- A battle teamwith her this time, the whole arny she'd been
prom sed.

Now she sat in the shotgun seat of a battlecav sky car, over a vague,
shadowy area near the outskirts of the Overhead, a pair of nmoons played
dice with each other MIky Way strangely altered fromthe one mankind
had gr owr

"There's nothing down there," the tech behind her

"Inose few lights we see are automatic, cone on at dusk to off
trespassers. That old factory's been closed for years, sonme bank."
"Yeah? So why did sonmebody try an extrenely extrenely efficient, and
damed near successful hack on the database of the Conbined
Intelligence Agency fromthere?"

The tech shrugged. "You're the boss, so whatever you say. don't see
any evidence of it."

Steel e gl anced out the wi ndow, her face grim "You will," said. And

to the pilot: "I'ake us down."

Humans grew up in trees and clinbed down fromthem enough eons to make
it relatively safe, but they never got their original sleeping habits.
So, about six hours after asleep, the human body reaches its | owest ebb
of the day. «call it lights-out tine, because so many heart attacks
occur then, or patients slowy dying of one thing or another pick
nmonent to just let go.

In an industrial or technol ogical society, possessing clocks, slice of
extreme human vul nerability occurs around four in norning. Those who
fully appreciate this fact, especially



high-skill civilian police officers, or those of the nore esoteric
mlitary special operations planners, often make use of it.

At 4:01, the first round of doubl e-AP--all-purpose,

ant i personnel - -crashed t hrough one of the fogged-over glass panels in
the roof of the old factory, fell to the floor, and expl oded a

bl ue-green cloud of gas into the interior of the shadowy buil ding.

After that, all hell broke |oose.

In physics, a fully ionized gas containing approxi mately equal nunbers
of positive and negative long. This is the definition of plasma.

Pl asma occurs in nature in several forns, including ball |ightning, the
stuff in the centers of stars, and at the edges of nucl ear expl osions.
Shortly after the dawn of the third mllennium sone bright weapons
researchers figured out how to generate and project beanms of plasna.

Over the years, they refined this concept until they were able to build
smal |, floating generators suitable for use as nobile artillery on the
battlefield. These two-nman weapons pl atfornms, which resenbled slightly
chubby snownobi | es, became known fondly as buzz saws. The anount of
sinmple, mndless destruction they were able to generate was enor nous.
Picture cranming a portion of the original atom c weapon detonated over
H roshima, in old N ppon, into a beam approxi mately one inch wi de. Now
picture the tip of that beam touching any readily flammabl e

material --say, plate glass. O granite. O case-hardened noly stee

O dianonds... At the kiss of plasma, all these substances are only
slightly less flanmabl e than ti ssue paper or high-octane hydrocarbon
fuel. By 4:02 AM" there were two buzz saws floating at either end

of the factory, weaking a rather amazi ng amount of havoc.

"Jim \Were the hell are you, boy?. Down that hatch, that one, right
there with the steel doorway."

Morni nglory whirled his chair in a tight circle, trying to shout I|oud
enough to be heard over the nonstrously deafeni ng sounds of



battle. The air here near the center of the factory was full and
chemical s, and sudden bl asts of superheated air. Jims burned as he
waited for Cat to catch up. He stood next to the hatch at his feet and
i gnored Morninglory's frantic conmands. "Not till she gets here,

Mor ni ngl ory. "

"You young idiot, she mght be dead for all we know. CGod those
bastards! Were the hell did they cone fron?" He glared Jim "Forget
| said that. | didn't really mean it."

Ch, yes you did, Jimthought. They wouldn't be here at all hadn't set
of f a bunch of alarnms and nearly got yourself killed. that wouldn't
have happened if | hadn't come along. And you exactly right,

Morni nglory. | ama dammed Jonah. Everything | dies!

When the first blasts had shaken the old buil dings and

Jimright out of his bed, the first thing he'd grabbed for was S&R .75
pi stol that now was never nore than arm s length his body. In this
case it had been under his pillow, nmaking sonewhat |unpy, but secure,
sl eepi ng situation

Morni ngl ory, his hair flying, the lower half of his face covered a
respirator that doubled as a m crophone, rode his chair like small
bronco, urging his people down into the deeper |east he hoped it
was--of the underground shelters beneath | owest factory floors.

"Chi pper," he roared. "Chip, are you there!"

Ji m heard the di senbodi ed voice reply, "Here, boss. |'mbelow, and
working on it. Just about got it, in fact. You want cone hel p?"

"In a mnute," Morninglory grated. "Jim | told you to get young ass
down bel ow. "

"No, Morninglory, not till Cat gets here. | told you."

Morni ngl ory stared at the weapon in Jims right hand. know how to use
that thing?."

Ji m nodded slowy. "Uh-huh."
"Good. Then if you insist on standing here doi ng not hi ng,

you mind killing those two troopers running down the hall us with their
big ugly rifles?"

Ch Jeez Jimducked and whirled, and the blinding | aser beamthat would
have taken his head neatly off at the sizzled harm essly overhead. Ten
years of habit swung into play; Jimbrought the forward sight of his
weapon into line with the first trooper's arnored chest.

H s i nner voice was babbling: Hold steady, focus on the front



sight, not the rear keep the front sight on the target, that's good,

now squeeeeeze slowy... He didn't realize he had pulled the trigger
until he saw the awesonme result of an S&R .75 slug strike its target
head-on. The arnor the first trooper wore was quite good. It slowed

the entry of the slug down for an appreciable fraction of a second. The
reason for this was that the arnor itself was flexible, at least if you
hit it hard enough. Thus a fist-sized portion of the arnor, pushed by
the slug, punched out a larger-than-fist-sized hole in the chest and
rib cage beneath it.

But this situation only lasted for an instant. Then the depl eted
urani um sl ug, handily exchanging velocity for heat, becane a mni beam
of plasma on its own, and vaporized everything in front of it for a
hal f dozen feet--including the second trooper. Wat Jimsaw was a
blinding flash of light, and two indistinct figures in the center of it
expl odi ng backward as if jerked by rubber bands powerful enough to
bungee-junp main battle tanks. The effect was so spectacular that it
didn't hit himimediately that he'd just killed two nen.

"Good shot," Morninglory hollered. "See if you can do it again over
here. Quick, now, here conmes your girlfriend, too."

Jimspun toward the sound of his voice and saw Cat about ten yards
away. As he watched she wheel ed, knelt, and snapped off a couple of
shots fromthe tiny slug thrower she always carried. Jimcould see one
shot graze off the side of the battle helnet the trooper wore, but the
hit had no other effect. The trooper was swinging his own rifle up
when Jimintroduced himto the laws of physics, as interpreted by the
S&R .75, and bl ew his head, and nost everything el se above his belt,
into the far wall of the factory.

"Over here," Jimscreeched. H's voice was raspy in his throat, and he
realized he nmust have been shouting at the top of his lungs for quite
some time. Odd. He hadn't noticed a thing.

Cat came | oping up, sonmehow nmanagi ng to seem poi sed even in the heart
of chaos.

"Down there?"

"Yeah. Go on. 1'll get Mrninglory."

"Wn't do any damm such thing," Morninglory wheezed. "Now listen, you
two children. W ain't got any time. The both of you just pick me up
and toss nme down that hole. And then you come on down and pull the

damm thing in after you. GCkay, now, do it!"

"But what if--" Jinmls protest went nowhere, because Cat had



al ready junped over and grabbed one of Mrninglory's shoul der
bl ades.

"G ve ne a hand, herel”

He took the other side and they heaved the old man through the hatch
The t hrobbi ng sound of one of the buzz suddenly crescendoed, and a
blinding burst of light blew the ceiling far overhead. Steel girders
simply dissolved, and entire roof began to come down.

"After you," Cat said sweetly.
"Hell," Jimsaid. He |ooked down and saw bl ood on his But he dived
t hr ough anyway.

The shelters were little nore than a | abyrinth of crude hacked out of
t he swampy earth beneath the factory's reinforced with crunbling sl abs
of sweating concrete.

They found Mrninglory at the bottomof the shaft, in the of a tunnel
trying to right his chair. Cat tipped himup. It was hard to see
anything; the light, supplied only by a few spaced gl ow strips could
barely penetrate the dust-filled and every expl osi on up above sent
shudders through the down bel ow, squeezing nore cl ouds of pul verized
cenent into air.

"l'is way--" Mm nglory tossed over his shoul der as charged of f down the
tunnel .
They followed at a dead run, until, like Alice disappearing the rabbit

hol e, Morninglory turned hard right and vani shed.

he figures | ooked eerie as they picked their in sectile through the
dust and rubble. Mst of the roof overhead was and only one wall stil
remained at its full height, though nost its wi ndows were now gapi ng,
enpty holes. The first pink dawn tinted the entire surreal scene with
the colors of a party. Steele, garbed in a force-multiplier cyborg
suit, through the destruction, stepping carefully.



Her cyborg suit wasn't battle arnor, not precisely. It did have sone
defensive capability, but essentially it was a noly steel alloy
skel et on whi ch wrapped around Steele like the shell of a crab. once
she had a direct neural connection to the many small arnored brains
that controlled the suit, it functioned as an extension of her own
nerves, bones, and muscles. Except it was about 150 tinmes as strong as
she was, and carried weapons simlar to those of a small mlitary
gravcar. Her right forefinger, for instance, was a full-power battle
laser. All she had to do was point at something to destroy it.

"Not many bodies," she remarked.

Her executive officer, a black woman call ed Margot, but known nore
famliarly anong the enlisted personnel as |Iron Maggie, gazed off into
the distance for a moment as the | atest casualty reports were
interfaced directly into her skull.

"So far, we have.." two of them And seven of us."

Steel e wi nced. She hated | osing her people. She took it personally,
with usually fatal results for whoever had caused the loss. She didn't
intend for this operation to be any different. Still, it was

puzzli ng.

"I told that idiot pilot there was sonething down here. And | was
right. And it was good enough to take a full frontal attack froma
Doubl e- Attack team at four in the norning, survive, and inflict nore
than three casualties for every one of theirs. Wat does your analysis
say about that, Captain?"

One of the two troopers escorting themwhirled with the preternatura
speed of junped-up cyborg refl exes, and cranked off a coupl e of

ant i personnel grenades fromthe launcher built into his left elbow A
spot about forty yards away suddenly erupted in flames. The shock wave
sent their gyros hummng to keep themstable in the bl ast.

"What the hell?" Steel e said.

"I thought | saw sonething,"” the trooper replied sheepishly.

She stared at himuntil his cheeks began to flane bright red, then
turned away. "Captain, what do the battle conputers say?. W've got
two bodies that aren't our own. Were's the rest?”

I ron Maggi e had her head cocked to the side, listening. Her gaze Was
distant, until, with an abrupt shake of her head, she snapped back

"The orbiting fleet carrier just finished a | ong-wave radar survey of
this area. There's a network of tunnels below the factory level. It's
quite extensive. |'mtransferring maps to your battle axe now "



St eel e nodded, waiting, until her personal battle access beeped. She
told it to generate a holomap i nmmedi ately, which.! did. The map hung
in the dusty air, wavering eerily.

"Ckay, it looks like we're close to one of the entrances." paused,
swung to her right, then nodded. 'That pile right there. W need to
get that noved. kay, Captain?"

Iron Margot tossed off a sloppy salute. "Heads up," she Steele and her
two troopers both turned away and crouched. nonent |ater one of the
buzz saws pl unmeted down from hovered, and let |oose with a plasnma
beam The mound of tered concrete, tw sted steel, and nelted gl ass
vani shed in a clap of light and thunder, |eaving a twenty-foot-deep pit
snoot h, gl assy sides. The heat of the plasma had fused sand, and netal
into a thick coating of glass. At three around the pit, holes yawned
darkly: the tunnels, now the open air.

"Ckay, gang," Steele said. "Let's get to it."

here'd he go?"

Cots of people rushed frantically by, paying them no
"Hey! "

"Forget it, Jim They're not worrying about us. Hwm He be around
here sonmewhere." She turned and began to walls.

Ji m | ooked, too, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Only concrete

sl abs, and here and there a patchwork of rusting No clues at all, unti
a scrawny armstretched out of one wall grabbed Cat by the wist.
"What the" Jimhad his pistol out, but Cat was himoff. "No, come on,"

she said, half-Iaughing. The disenbodied jerked at her, pulled her
forward, and she vani shed; Jimshru narked the spot, took a deep
breath, and--stepped forward into



small, brightly lighted roomcrowded with way too many busy people.
"Wl come to battle central,” Mrninglory said, as he settled into a
tank while a busy tech hooked up what appeared to be hundreds of input
jacks. Next to him Chip's pale features, framed by a simlar tank
wer e al nost hidden behind his own festoon of wires. It was the first
time Jimhad seen Chip since the hacking incident. |If the boy was
fully recovered, it was the unhealthiest recovery Jimhad ever seen

"Here's the deal," Mirninglory was saying. "You two are getting
one-way tickets out of here. Cherry, over there"--he nodded at a
smal I, monkeylike figure who turned out to be a young woman with a
cheerful, nut brown face, a thousand-watt smile, and reflexes like a
cobra--"Cherry will get you out. A lot of these tunnels are shiel ded.
They' Il find them eventually, but not right away--and they connect into
t he Wl f bane tube system Once you're out of the mamin battle area you
shoul d be fine."

A shower of sparks erupted from Chip's tank. His thin body arched,
then subsided. Hi s eyes were closed, and his |lips drawn back agai nst
his teeth in a white snarl

"Hey, |'mnot going anywhere,"” Jimsaid. It was slowy coning to him
that he had killed at |east three men back up above--and he had done
it, in part at least, to defend this irascible old nman now bei ng
strapped down into a tank that | ooked too unconfortably like a coffin.
As the techs worked on Morninglory, Jimsaw the spreading red splotch
on the upper left part of his chest.

"You're hurt!"

"Uh-huh. Don't have tine to bother with it now. And | want you to
stop this foolishness. | don't need your help. Wat | need is for you
to get yourself and Cat out of here---before those bastards bring down
t he whol e thing on us."

Cat noved closer to him "He's right, Jim Mrninglory will be okay.
He and Chip can take care of thenselves. They've been doing it for a
long tinme."

Cherry cane up and rapped himsharply on the shoulder. "Listen to her
bub. She knows, and you don't. Now, are you gonna go, or not?"

Ji m gl anced back and forth between the two nowsilent figures resting
in their tanks. He had an idea of what was going on. Morninglory and
Chip were about to throw everything they had into a cyberwar version of
Custer's Last Stand--and while doing battle in the virtual worlds, they
didn't want to be bothered with



their bodies. So the tanks would take care of that, and let worry
about the real stuff.

Yes, they look like they know what they're doing, Jimthou know, too.
They're committing suicide, because somewhere above, orbiting directly
overhead, is a full-scale Confederation cruiser, and if they becone too
much of an annoyance, this area will sinply cease to exist.

He could even visualize it: the long, probing finger of a based phased
| aser array, alnost invisible as it lanced down to the earth like a
spoon made of |ightning.

"I don't want to go--" he said.

"And | don't care what you want," Cat said abruptly.
want to know is what you're going to do? Now, are you conming, not? M,
I'"mout of here."” And she strode on past himw thout second | ook

He stood there, utterly torn. Everything he had done, every son he had
touched in the | ast few weeks, had turned to dust. One mi ssing, sone
dead, and now nore to come. Nor a consolation that nost of the danage
had come to those were defending him or trying to help him even after
he'd down danger on themall.

| can't run away agai n, he thought desperately. | just can't!
Morninglory lifted his head slightly. H's cracked, crazed focused on
Jims face. "Go on, boy," he said. "I know what thinking, but go on

anyway. You have sone things to do, and won't get them done here."

Jimraised one hand in denial, but the old man continued, voice stony

as a grave. "Listen to me! Al you can do here is and not even take
your revenge for it. So go on, get out of here, do what you have to
do. Leave the rest tonme. |[I'Il hurt them"

He paused, licked his lips, and nodded. "Jim" he said "I"'his isn't
really about you. M war goes back before you born. | always knew it
woul d end like this. Wy do you have this setup? | fight for the
Plebs, and | do it any way | Even if that way is what the Japanese cal
kam kaze. So don't whatever happens to ne on your own shoulders; it
isn'"t your den to bear. W always have the right to choose, Jim

That's free will really nmeans. Renmenber, you cannot make a sl ave free
man.." you can only kill him"
H s gaze pierced Jim "And | will hurt them son. You can book on it.

That's a prom se."

"But.. "



"No buts, boy. You want to do sonething for me? Carry on the fight.
Cat will show you how You nmake me that prom se, Jim and whatever
happens, 1'll rest easy."

A deat hbed pronise, Jimthought, as the old man sank back down and his
eyes fluttered cl osed. But he nodded anyway. "I pronise,
Mor ni ngl ory. "

He thought he saw a faint twitch of assent, of acceptance, and knew he
had taken on a great commitment, one he could not break. A deathbed
promse... It frightened him

Now t he techs gathered around and slowy closed the arnored Iids of the
t anks- - what ever happened here, Morninglory and Chip would be the | ast
to feel it. Their shields wouldn't last forever, but maybe |ong
enough.

The techs had no such final protection, and they knew it.

Nevert hel ess, no one made any nove to | eave. A few exchanged hugs,

ot hers cl asped hands or even kissed, but that was all. Then they were
back at work, hunched over their consol es and axes and hol ovi ds,
getting ready to | ead the hopel ess charge.

Jimfelt his eyes go hot and wet. "Are you com ng, or not?" Cat asked
agai n, but softly.

"Yes," Jimsaid. H mconing."

He turned and foll owed, but as he did so, he made hinself a silent
prom se: Never again!

And another brick in the great structure of hinself slamred into place,
cenented into the very foundation of what he woul d becone. Never again
woul d he abandon friends to danger. It was the prom se of youth, and
it would not always be kept. But Jimwould never forget it, as long as
he |ived.
"Let's go," he said, and they did.

he Con Fleet starship CSS Henry Tenpleton, a line cruiser fully staffed
with a conmplenent of 1,680 sailors, floated white and



silent 420 miles out, precisely over the abandoned factory the |ids
were just then closing on Mrninglory and Chip.

Captain Jock Sturbridge sat in the chair on the upper the bridge, where
he coul d see everything below sinply by his eyes. 1In the old days of
sal twater navies, the bridge had the eyes of the ship, even open to the
ocean air. Now, of things were different; the bridge, which fronted

t he Conmmand and Control (BCC) room was, like its neighbor, deep in the
guts of the ship, protected by |ayer after |ayer of heaviest arnor.
Nevert hel ess, the huge screens which lined wall of the bridge were so
perfectly clear, down to the details, that sonetimes Captain Sturbridge
had to remi nd he wasn't gazing at w de-open w ndows.

Now, one screen showed the view forward al ong the vast, shaped top hul
of the Hank Tee, as she was fondly known the crew. Another portrayed a
conput er - enha-n, ced screen that showed a picture of the factory area
as if seen height of three or four miles. Sturbridge could touch any
the smaller control screen on his own console and bl ow up sane part of
the larger screen for better view ng.

Spread out before and below him as if in a theater, were | evels of
consol es, each nmanned by the officer of the day for particular part of
the ship's operations: exec officer, command and control, weapons,
navi gation, and all the departments necessary to keep a star cruiser
humr ng with ciency.

And all of this, though filtered by the departnent heads or deputies,
banks of computers, and finally the executive eventually funneled into
Sturbridge's console, where he nade decisions that only he could

make.

He now exami ned the data flow ng across his various and nmurnuring in
his ears and into the cyberjack he wore he sat in this chair, and made
one of those deci sions.

"Commander Steel e requests standby backup. A little with sone shiel ded
and arnored tunnels, it appears. Oficer?."

A smart, gol den-ski nned wormman at a console two tiers himnodded. Her
face appeared on his own console. "Prepare pattern to acconplish the
objectives as stated by C Steele.™

Qunnery Lieutenant Sylvia Chen said, "Aye, aye, sir," and warded the

conmand to a series of dedicated conputers and



spaceman technicians in the command and control room behind the
bridge. After a noment, new targeting instructions for the Hank TegS
gigantic phased array |asers began to rush across her screen

In her mind s eye she could see the huge guns nove mcro fractions of
an inch as they adjusted their fire patterns. Phased array |asers were
the latest winkle in big-ship armanment; a single | aser, no natter how
| arge, could only hold peak power for a fraction of a second. |If run
full blast any | onger, delicate parts of the big gun sinply nelted. But
i f you hooked up ten or twenty of these lasers in a repeating series,
somet hing like the ol d-fashioned Gatling or chain guns, you could
create a nore or |ess continuous beamthat operated at a power |evel

i mpossi ble for single guns to reach

The Hank Tee had two phased array | asers; each consisted of thirty-five
linked battle lasers. |If necessary, she could turn entire cities into
boiling sludge in a few nicroseconds. O the beans could be freed down
by electronic micro direction to punch holes no nore than a few feet

wi de froma distance of several hundred miles.

"Al'l batteries ready, Captain," Gunner Chen reported.
"Stand by," Sturbridge replied.

On a third screen he was watching a thrashing, junbled picture of
arnored, skeletal figures stunmbling through nurk and dust and darkness.
The sound was good, though junbled; Steele rapping out orders and
war ni ngs, two scouts up ahead carrying on their own chatter, al
punctuated by the occasional flash or thrumr ng ripper-zipper of squad
weapons.

"We' re beginning to uncover nore of the tunnel network," the
intelligence officer reported. Sturbridge acknow edged the 10 curtly:
"Keep it coming, and keep handing it over to Commander Steele." Perhaps
the nost inportant thing the Hank Tee was doing at the nonent was the
real -time deep radar nmapping of the eneny site. Every second broke
down nore shielding and reveal ed nore of the warren, both to the
cruiser and to Steele as she rushed along the tunnels thensel ves.

"Yes, sir," the 1Oreplied. "And we're getting just a bit of--"

H s voice broke off suddenly. Sturbridge raised his head and peered
across his own console. "Intelligence Oficer," he said. "Wat's the
probl en? Report--"

The 10, a grizzled vet of twenty years of service, suddenly stood up
from his consol e and began to wench desperately at his full hel met
virtual -reality link. H s screans al nost drowned out the abrupt
honki ng of Cl ass One Energency warning sirens.



Red |ights began to flash everywhere. Sturbridge gl anced at his own
consol e screens, and for one instant saw that made absol utely no sense
at all: each of his screens, representing the output of one entire and
separate part the ship, all showed the sane thing.

The face of a young man, surely no ol der than twelve.

|i ke a denon.

Then the face was inside his skull, and Captain Sturbridge tried to
scream But he couldn't.

He wasn't in control any |onger--of anything at all

Cherry led themat a full-tilt run through the chaos of the nels. After
what seened |ike hours, but was only ten minutes so, the small wonman
brought them up to what appeared to be ancient, rusted-shut sewer | ock
of some kind. There was a corroded crank on the front of the circular
plate. The whole |ooked as if it had not been touched for generations,
but

Cherry stepped up, took the crank in both hands, and tw sted,

began to spin around as if greased.

After a noment, she had the hatchway open. Light, clean pure, gushed
out .

"It goes into a service well for the public tube system Go get your
butts on through there."

She held the hatch open while first Cat, then Jim

through. As soon as Jimhit the other side he stopped and back to hold
the hatch for Cherry, but it was already

Shut in his face.
"Hey!

"I"mnot comng,'
now. "

" Cherry said. "What'd you think? Watch fingers,

And with a dull, netallic thud, the hatch sl amred shut.
heard the faint cry of metal on netal as Cherry re dogged the hatch

then nothing. Slowy, he turned and saw Cat staring at him



"I know, " she said softly.

Hs face felt stiff and hot. He wanted to feel something, to |et
somet hi ng show, but he couldn't. H's shane and misery were just too
great.
"Let's go," he said at last. She nodded. They noved off into the
bright, gl ow panel glare of the service tunnels, and were gone.

teele sawit, too, that face. 1In her own heads-up hel met screen, it
blinked for just a fraction; the boy, grinning, his eyes |ike enbers
buried in ashes. This grisly vision superinposed itself on the

real -time maps that the Hank Tee had been sendi ng down, and she knew
somet hi ng had gone wrong.

"Landi ng team | eader to nother ship, cone in. LTL to Mther, do you
read?"

No reply.

She froze, her head slowly swiveling. Then she flipped over to |oca
command and control and | atched on to one of the nobile buzz saws.

"I need a hole, right now," she said, and gave the coordinates. Then
she waited, jiggling her right foot, whispering, "Cone on... cone
on!"

The plasma beam sliced through about ten feet in front of her. Wen
the blinding dust had settled, she saw the opening to the sky and took
it. "Liftpacks--fire!" she ordered.

They popped out of the hole in the ground |like corks froma bottle, a
handful of tiny figures arcing straight up, then out and away fromthe
site.

Qut of the corner of her eye, Steele saw a black dot in the sky,
gr owi ng.

And in her screen, an old man suddenly appeared, cackling. Her
ear phones crackl ed. She couldn't be sure, through all the static, but
it sounded Iike he was saying, "Cotchal"

The earth noved.



he lights in the tube train flickered, then went out. Slowy, chain
of cars settled fromtheir invisible antigrav rails until rested on the
track bed itself.

A great hand silently lifted the car, gently shook it back forth, then
set it down again. After a few nonments a dull roar the air.

"What was that?" Cat whispered.

"Morninglory. Taking his revenge," Jimtold her.



| acy took half an hour, cutting cross town on foot from where they'd
clinmbed up fromthe stalled tube system Like some nonstrous
bent - backed old man, a pillar of flame-shredded snoke stooped over the
hori zon and touched the spot where the factory had been

Cat shivered as they walked. Jimonly felt nunb.
"What do you think he did?" Cat asked.

"I think he dropped that space cruiser right on his own head," Jim
replied. "It felt nore |ike an earthquake, not just a big explosion. A
crui ser crash would feel like that."

He tried to picture it. He knew all the public statistics about Con
Fl eet ships. There had been over a thousand sailors on that vessel
And how many nore in the warrens hidden beneath the factory? Even
Cherry had gone back... He saw that Mrninglory's wath had been
terrible. And in that nmonent Ji munderstood what a bl essing the old
man had given to himwith his final words: he had taken the guilt--the
literally unbearable guilt--of those deaths from Jimand placed it
firmy on his own shoul ders

Free will, Mrninglory had said. M fight is older than your entire
life... And I, Jimthought, have taken up his battle. | prom sed. But
what did that mean? It neant, he realized, that he mght be called
upon nake the kind of decision that Mrninglory did. To choose to reap
human |ives--even his own--w th both hands.



Can | do that? Can | bear such choices?

He shuddered. A tight ball of nausea curdled in his gut as realized,
for the first time in his life, the kind of decisions a ship captain
m ght be called upon to nake. Life-and-death decisions, with rea
lives--and real deaths.

What had the captain of that cruiser been thinking as his plumreted
like a stone while he wenched futilely at controls no | onger
responded? Had he seen his death approaching, his his crew s?

Yes, of course he had. Jimfelt anicy lunp slowy fill his

No ganes. Not anynore. It was all too horrible and bl oody real
"Cat?" he said

"What ?" She seenmed preoccupi ed. They had passed through center of
town, and were wal king briskly toward the spaceport beyond the edge of
the city. The landing-field control tower begun to | oomover them a
twenty-story needle that handled interstellar passage to and from
Wl f bane.

The sounds of a massive energency filled the air: sirens,

cries, alarns that sounded |ike the raucous clanmor of birds. Vultures,
perhaps. Awkward vehicles with flashing |ights choked the gravl anes
and, overhead, nassive flying forms floated ponderously toward the
pillar of snoke.

Here, on the pedestrian paths, all was green and cool peaceful. Yet
even on these | anes they wal ked apart, though could feel the physica
nearness of her, and was soothed by it. sonme wall now existed between
them and he didn't what had built it so quickly. Sadness? Regret?
The sinple of things too awful for humans to share?

"Do you want to tal k?" he asked her

She shook her head. Up ahead, a pretty stone bench, set in bed of dark

purple flowers, appeared. "Let's sit," he said, pointing. "W don't
have tinme..."

"Cat, we have to nmake time. | don't know what we are to do next. Do
you?"

She paused, turning. Her face seened enpty of emption, her eyes dull
There was a |lifel essness about her, and he wondered if ;. he presented
a simlar inpression. Enotional overl oad.

"hey're dead, Cat. Al of them Mrninglory, Chip, Cherry, all the
rest. And the ones in the cruiser, too." He stopped, searching for
the words. "It's called survivor guilt, I think..."

"Don't lecture nme, Jim"

He recoiled. "I didn't nean--"



She sighed heavily. "Look. Forget it. Just forget it. You don't
real ly understand, do you?"

He didn't want to hurt her--not her!--but now he was floundering. And
his own anger was churning inside him seeking an outlet. He felt the
i ncoherent words bubbling in his throat, and forced them down. He no

| onger had the luxury of childish tantruns. She was his only
connection to-And he stopped. Connection to what? He had no idea. Hi's

father dead, his nother gone, the deaths of hundreds still fresh in the
eye of his mind, and.." he didn't, know

"Cat, please.." let's sit. Even if you don't, | have to talk. | need
to talk."

She nodded stiffly. "Al right..."

teel e had heard themon the ship, screaning, all the way down. The
bl ast had caught her teamstill in the air, and tunbled themlike
feathers, like dry | eaves before a storm

She had cone to a rough | andi ng perhaps two mles fromthe center of

t he expl osi on, crashing through the |eafy canopy of a small park. For
a nonent she'd bl acked out, and cone awake shaking her head, a slab of
pain radiating dully fromthe base of her spine.

"Report,"” she whispered, her throat suddenly dry and constricted. The
extent of the horror had not yet penetrated to her conscious thoughts,
but she could sense it down bel ow sonmewhere, waiting to belch up like
hi dden swanp gas.

For a | ong nonment there was no response, and fear closed her voice box.
She licked her lips. "Report... ?"

The main com channel, only nmoments before so busy w th professional
busi nessl i ke voi ces, now echoed with a distant el ectronic holl owness,
nmeani ngl ess clicks and scratches of static. Then Iron Maggie's voice:
" down in a suburb somewhere. M satellite locator isn't working. |
don't know where | am O you,



either... She paused; Steele listened to the ragged sound breat hi ng.
"Commander, what the hell happened?”

"They took out the cruiser somehow. Crashed it right on the factory."
Steele still hadn't got her mnd around the inplications of that. Ws
this all that was left? Her and Margot? But could that be?

She shook her head. That dammed kid. This whole thing jinxed. A
curse on Carl Endicott and all that touched him

But underneath the bright flame of her rage, a question: was curse on
her, now?. Once she had loved him and then, the bitch, she had hated
him but it didn't seemlike enough. for this vendetta stretching down
t hrough the years. But he dead. Surely that ended it?

She thought of the boy. Hi's son? Her son? Delta would Perhaps. O
Carl Endicott, but he was gone.

Yet she knew. the link remained. The net in which she caught, she and
all the rest of them had snared the boy as well.

It wasn't over yet.

he sat at one end of the white stone bench, facing anay him He sat at
the other, hands folded in his lap, and stared at feet. He had been
jittering with a sick, fevered energy, toxic intensity drai ned away as
he sat, leaving himcold enpty. He waited for her to speak, but she
was better at than he was, and so, finally, he broke the cheerl ess
silence. do we do now, Cat? You'll have to tell nme. | don't know "

He watched her |ips nmove, but nothing came out. She |look at him She

tried again. "l... maybe you don't do Jim Maybe for you it's
over."

He touched her shoulder. "Cat? How can it be over for nme? at ne.
Pl ease. "

Slowy, she turned. Her skin was pale as fine nmarble, and cold.



He groped for the right words. "I don't have anything left, Cat. [|I'm
only sixteen. | thought |I knew a lot. But | don't know anyt hi ng.
What am | supposed to do?"

"Nothing is..." She shook her head. "Jim you saw what just happened.
You probably can't imagine anything nore horrible. But

I can. |'ve seen that many people die in half an hour, and it was only
a beginning. Mrninglory was.." inportant to ne. But there are other
peopl e also inportant, not just to me, but to mllions of others. The

Plebs, Jim That's the inportant thing to ne, all of them It's what

Morninglory called his cause. But it's mne, too. Don't you see?"

He tried, but he couldn't see. He didn't know enough. And she
wouldn't tell him He shook his head slowy. "Can you help ne to see?
That's all, just a little hel p?"

Sonme hints of animation had come back into her expression. Her eyes
didn't | ook so blank and unfocused anynore. She | ooked down at his
hand on her shoul der and put her fingers gently on his. Her t'ngertips
felt cool and dry.

"It's not your fight, Jim Howcan it be? It's not a fight you take

up. It's a war you are born to, and you weren't born to it. That's
all. | have no right to--"
He Iifted his fingers and touched her lips to silence her. "You have

no right? Don't you remenber what Mrninglory said back there? That
we all can choose? That we have free will?"

She stared at him waiting.

He nodded. It suddenly felt right to him "I can choose, Cat. | may
not be Mrninglory, as old and wi se and as brave as he was, but that
doesn't mean | can't choose. So | do. You renenber what he found?
What we found, when we hacked those databases? Cat, there's a

connection. He thought so, and so do |I. Sonehow, what has happened to
me is connected to whatever it is you are doing." "Jim.. ."
"No, listen. | know the evidence, whatever it was, is gone now,

but - -why are you shaki ng your head?"

She shifted her backpack off her shoulders. "Onh, it's not gone. W
never got a chance to really analyze everything, but | have it. Al of
it, chips full of it. That was ny next nmission. To carry it to

Earth. They'll know what to do with it there." He felt a rush of
relief. "You saved it?" "Sure."
"Then that's where we're going," he whispered, his thoughts surging
with certainty. "W're going to Earthl™"



For the first tine, she snmled. Faintly. "You may be right.
She hoi sted the pack back to her shoul der. "But not

' she told him

"Huh? What are you tal king about?"

Sonet hi ng had changed her nind, had decided her. Now features warned,
and a shade of their old fanmliar gl ow

"You want to choose, is it? WlIl, if you choose to do what |

won't be easy. You understand?"

"“lI... think so."
"I have a way to get back. | won't tell you what it is, for
reasons."

Hurt, he murmured, "Because you don't trust nme. Well, |

under stand. . ."

"No. | don't trust anybody. You think you could keep a but you can't.
Jim | couldn't. No human can resist the drugs techniques; not if they
want to use them" She paused,

"I"'mgoing to Earth, and if you want to go, then do it. Go. But tel
me how, because | don't want to know, either. Al right?"

Overhead, the soft breeze carried the breath of distant seemed peacef ul
here, but it wasn't. He could picture the city convul sed like a

ki cked-over anthill. And in that searchers. People |ooking. For
then? The two of then?

"l understand,"” he said.

She stared at himfor the |l ength of several heartbeats,

| eaned forward and brushed his cheek lightly with her I|ips.

"Good. | hope you nmeke it." She stood. "I wish I could offer nore
Jim You're a nice boy. |If things had been different..."

"But they aren't," he said. "So we'll work with what we

Ckay?. "

"On Terra," she said, "there is a place, a bar. CQutside

Tell aPort main gate, in the Plebtown there. It's called Shawn
Go to the bartender. Use ny nane. Sonebody will cone for you."

He nodded. "Well, then..."

"Jin? Be careful."



"Yes. | wll."

And then he took her into his arns and squeezed. He realize until
after she had vani shed down the w nding path the nmoisture on her cheek

was tears.



Wol f Port, the Wlibane spaceport, was |less than a piddle conpared to
t he awesone spread of Tell aPort but taken by itself, it was still a
huge and awe-inspiring construction. Jimwas renm nded of this all over
again as he stood in the shadows of the inevitable conmercial

conmuni ties that always grew up around great transportation hubs. In
this case, Spacetown, as it was called, extended right up to the tal
fences that marked the linmts of Wl f Port.

He | eaned against the front wall of a dive whose wi ndows were so filthy
t hey m ght have been solid concrete. Across the front, hol ographic

i mges of unclad wonen cavorted. Jimwatched themfromthe corner of
one eye, anusing hinself by trying to figure out how any creatures so
top- heavy as these would be able to walk at all, let alone dance as

t hese pictures did.

He' d t hought about going inside, but decided against it. It |ooked
invitingly Jimin there, but he'd never been in such a place before.
Wy take chances?

The nmen and wonen who passed by here paid himno attention: they were
bound on other errands, some inside the bar--FLASH DANCE FLASH DANCE
FLASHDANCEsome in the dil api dated buil di ng next door that advertised

ROOVB TEN CREDS HOUR

Why woul d anybody want to stay in a hotel roomonly an hour? Jimwas
sure he was nissing sonething, but unsure precisely what. And he had
no intention of asking. He'd caught a glinpse of hinmself as a snudgy
reflection off the barroomw ndows, and was relieved. He |ooked ragged
enough that he doubted anybody woul d think himout of place. There was
a certain safety in appearing to be a Pleb. Plebs were sort of
everywhere, just |like signs or ornanmental bushes, and no one paid them
any attention. Wich was fine: the last thing he needed or wanted was
attention.

He edged toward the corner of the building, keeping in the shadow
beneath the broad eaves that extended out over the window. On his
left, half a block away, the object of his study erupted into a sudden
flurry of activity. He shaded his eyes with his hand



the outside of the fence, at the edge of the gravl ane, pfllboxlike
guard kiosk. After the trucks had stopped, a wearing half-body arnor
with a heavy slug pistol at his stepped out and wal ked sl oWy toward
the I ead vehicle. A wnd slid open in the truck's cab to reveal a
face, hands, a plastic over. The guard ran the card through a reader
sl ot handed checked the result. He handed the card back and tossed off
a sive salute. As he did so, the nassive gates began to swing wi de a
nmonent the two trucks glided on through and vani shed beyol as the gates
swung shut.

Neat, sinple, efficient. It looked to Jimas if this entry point not
operating at any special level of alertness. The guard had made no
effort to search the truck. Perhaps the energency had reached down to
this level yet. But he thought it probably wou and soon. As soon as

t he shock of what had happened at the tory had | essened a bit. At sone
point the authorities would bel to consider the possibility of escapees
fromthat hol ocaust, a things would tighten up

Even so, this cargo gate was a better bet than a public entran
Travel ers had to show identification to enter in those places--a he
couldn't do that.

| don't have nuch tinme, he thought to hinself, but nay enough. He
began wal ki ng--not toward the gate, but in the genel direction of the
crowded warren of gravlanes |eading up to entrance. Those trucks would
have to sl ow down here and the maybe even stop, as the automatic |ane
controllers juggled traf through the choke points before the gates. And
with a little luck he just m ght be able to... It turned out to be even
easier than he'd hoped. A huge, lunbe ing van sl owed, then pulled onto
t he edge of the lane and settl



ponderously to the ground in an emergency parking slot. The driver
clinmbed out, | ooked around nervously, then ran across the | ane and

di sappeared into a small corner grocery. That was good, but when Jim
darted up to the rear of the van, he saw sonething even better: the
door handl e was turned down, in the unlocked position, a small green
bul b wi nking in wel cone above it. He took a deep breath, tugged on the
handl e, and junped i nside.

It was dark, and snelled of old |leather, stale cigarette snoke, greasy
fried chicken, and--sonething weird... Frantic, he worned his way
forward. There were no wi ndows, and once he'd pulled the door shut, he
was plunged into darkness. He worked by feel--and finally made hinsel f
alittle nest beneath what felt like stiff, furry blankets. He hoped
there were no infrared caneras trained on the interior of the cargo

hol d--and no sensor alarnms either

But what was the point of worrying?. This would either work, or it
woul dn"t. And so he curled up into as tight a ball as he could manage
and waited. After a few nmoments he felt the van rock slightly, then
heard the door to the cab slam The van lifted off. Next stop: the
gate.

In the darkness, sonething snorted softly.

H s heartbeat did a nasty little double clutch. Sonething was in here
with him.... He remained frozen in terror the rest of the trip, not
even noticing when the van bunped to a halt at the gate. Dimy, he
heard muffl ed voices and a sudden bark of harsh laughter. But what he
really listened to was a chorus of soft rustlings, what sounded I|ike
mul ti pl e stomachs runbling, several nore sharp, snorting sounds, and
once, a low, new ing whine.

This went on for what seened |ike hours, as he realized that what he'd
t hought was the snell of |eather was sonething warner and nore lively:
it was the stink of whatever was in here with him



The sudden burst of light fromthe rear of the cargo shocked hi m and
he gasped. Noise flooded in: the roar of rough shouts, barked
conmmands.

CGot ne! he thought.

But they hadn't. The back door was open wide. From his of
conceal nent, he could just see the face of the driver as he down and
yanked out a ramp fromthe floor of the van

"Come on, you ugly pussers! Get your shaggy butts there!"

Sheep. He'd stowed away in a van full of sheep! And yes, were sheep
hi des covering him and, boy, did they ever stink

He tinmed his nonment perfectly, and was out of the van while driver was
dealing with a dozen or so blinking, conplaining mals. He noved away
fromthe van briskly, noticing for the tine the |egend on the side:

KELVEY' S | NTERSTELLAR
SHOW AND Cl RCUS
Sheep? 1n a circus?

H s pulse rate began to slow as he realized he had made it. was inside
the port. But where? He stopped and slowy full circle, trying to
take in everything.

The ceiling was at |east a hundred feet overhead, vanishing bright haze
fromthe hundreds of skylights that flooded the structure with filny
light. The space echoed with random human, mechanical, and el ectronic.
He stood at the intersection pair of corridors that stretched out in
every direction, so couldn't make out where they ended. The walls of
each corridor sis ted of rack upon rack of crates, boxes, and

rei nforced containers. Long cranes dipped down with in sectile grace
from upper reaches, plucking, searching, replacing. Autonmated raced up
and down the centers of the aisles, |oaded wth cargo.

Very well, then: the cargo docks. He rubbed the side of his Was this
the place? At the nmonment, he felt fresh out of ideas. was this the
way out ?

He considered. Stowing away in a spaceship's passenger partnents was,
for all intents and purposes, inpossible. The lie areas would not hide
himfor long, even if he were able to make it past ticket agents and
shi pboard personnel automated sensors. And if he were found aboard,
there was place to run. \Woever was searching for himwuld have him
neat as a bug in a bottle.

Sonet hi ng unpl easant wafted into his nostrils. He raised one hand and
sniffed. Ugh. The stink was his own--well, not exactly.



He' d never thought of sheep as being quite so rank. After all, they
were white and fluffy.

He t hought about sheep for a monment. An interstellar circus. sheep
Now, how woul d you transport sheep between the stars?

And a sheep, full-grown, weighed just about as rmuch as he did .. He
began to grin. Baa.

Cat took the tube directly into the heart of Wl f Port, got off, and
wal ked t hrough the passenger-scanning station. She waved her ID chip
vaguely in the direction of the reader, her face enpty of expression
bored... The chip, with its enbedded fake identity, should work.

Mor ni ngl ory had provided it, and he was the best. Then she renenbered
t hat was happened to be the operative word, and once again felt an
overwhel m ng wave of sadness. Wuld it ever end? O would the
nmysteri ous enemnmies of the Pleb class continue their mndless

sl aught er ?.

Mor ni ngl ory had been her father's half brother, her uncle. She had not
et Jimknow Her grief, she felt, was too sharp to share; that it
woul d sonehow be a disservice to Morninglory's menory to parade her own
bereavenent |ike sone cheap enotional toy.

Besi des, Morningl ory woul dn't have approved. What he woul d have want ed
was what she was doing now cai Tying on the battle. He had cracked the
hi dden dat abases, and she had the fruit of his theft in a handful of
chips no larger than seeds. And that was exactly what they were, or so
she hoped: seeds which, properly planted and nurtured, mght grow into
a weapon with which to bring down his, and her, enenies.

She passed on through the passenger gate without challenge. A few

m nutes | ater, whisked al ong by hi gh-speed escal ators, she boarded the
Terra Boy through the econony-class entrance. It took her a while to
| ocate her own tiny cubicle, and n until she



was behind its safely bolted door did she, finally, allow nmourn.

After a time she took out the handful of chips and them So tiny, so
harm ess-seemi ng. But she knew nore their contents than she had | et
on.

It was a ganble, turning Jimloose on his own as she'd But there was no
choi ce. Together, they would not have chance. Still, he was
resourceful. She hoped he would find Not for his sake, but for her own
peopl e' s hopes.

He was, it seened, a key of sone sort. The chips were the she told
herself, the nost inportant thing. But he was too. She was not quite
able yet to adnmit that he was inportant i her, though

Nor did she---or anybody el se, at that point--understand while Ji mwas
i ndeed a key, he held within hinself the |ock, |ock that guarded things
of greater inportance than anybody imagi ned. Had she known that,

t hi ngs mght have turned out differently.

It was a problem he'd never thought he'd have to deal with: do you
mur der a sheep? And though the thought revolted himcouldn't see any
ot her choi ce.

The probl em was sinple enough. He'd cone to realize nobody paid any
attention to people working here in the docks. They were here, weren't
they?. Security worked at the unauthorized out, not checking on those
al ready in.

So he felt relatively safe as he stood a few feet fromthe tnporary
hol di ng pen that contained el even di sgruntl ed,

Qut beyond the pen, neatly arrayed al ongside a | oading were el even

sel f-mai ntai ning ani mal contai ners. Eleven sheep el even contai ners.
But if one of those containers was to be ticket to Terra, one of those
sheep had to vanish. And quickly.

He stared at the sheep and null ed over the quandary. As he



so, two dockworkers anbl ed up; one nmuttered something under his breath
and pointed at the sheep pen. The other |aughed out |oud. Then they
got to work.

Jimfelt his stomach sink as he watched them expertly snare each
twitching, irritable hunk of four-Ilegged stubbornness and westle it
into a container. It went quickly, though they had to attach sone
obvi ous plunbing to each animal after it was in its container. The
sheep weren't pleased with the operation, and made their displ easure
obvi ous.

Now what ? Ji mwondered. There was a sheep occupying his stateroom He
stared at the enigmatic containers as if hoping a solution was witten
on their shiny sides, and when the answer did come to himat last, it
was so sinple he wondered why he hadn't seen it at once.

He checked out the area and saw nobody nearby. Then he wal ked over to
t he nearest container, unlocked the catches, and began to wrestle the
protesting fur ball out onto the floor.

"Go on, boy. Shoo," he said.

The sheep eyed himwarily. Finally, Jimstepped around and booted the
ani mal as hard as he could, right in the hindquarters. The sheep |et
out one sharp bleat, and took off at full speed down an aisle. Jim

wat ched until it vanished in the distance. Then he clinbed in, settled
hi s backpack, and began to fit hinmself into the cranped confines of the
cont ai ner.

After a few monents of thought, he realized what those connections the
dockwor kers had hooked up were for. Sheep generated waste. So did
humans.

Groani ng softly, he dropped his pants and began to hook up the
pl unbi ng.

This was going to be one hell of a trip.

The human mind is a funny thing. It doesn't take well to isolation
Magpi el ke, it craves constant stinulation. It denands things



to see, to snell, to hear, to taste, to feel. Wen it is these
things, it begins to manufacture its own substitutions.

Psychol ogi sts call these ersatz stinmuli sensory-deprivation
lucinations. Jimwaited in the warm darkness for what |ike
hours--though it was only a few mnutes--until felt hinself lifted,

t hen dropped hard onto the nmoving belt. Mre novenent, a sharp jerk, a
harsh, clanging sound, then Silence Darkness. Enptiness.

It went on and on. Finally, he began to dream .. baby, crying.

He floated. The sound was insistent, irritating. He tried to it go
away, but it wouldn't. Slowy, light blooned. Yellowlight,

The baby was unhappy. Cold, tired, sore.

The baby's eyes weren't developed. Its world was small, closed in. It
didn't understand what was happening to i Unconfortabl e things--things
that hurt--touched it, penetrated The baby felt a sudden rush inside
itself. It didn't understand

A face. A woman's face. It didn't know the difference nen and wonen,
and it didn't care. But this was a special f.c

Mama was dong sonething to him The baby didn't this, either, but it
didn't like it. The sensation was sort

Then beCause gradual ly the baby began to feel full. Then nore than
ful L al nost bursting.

The baby wailed | ouder, and Mama's face canme back. Soot hi ng;
nmeani ngl ess sounds. Wbrds wi thout shape. Slowy, the glutied
sensation began to subside. The baby's throat felt raw.

Sonet hi ng inside, sonething in the deep and the dark. The baby cl osed
its eyes and swam down and down, into the darkness. Into itself.



Lat er
, "Koot chi e, hoo baby, hoo, boy. Cutie Jinmy, curie baby."
The words meant nothing. The face a blurry fuzz, famliar. Daddy

And nore faces. One like an egg, hairless, with tall, arching
eyebrows. Familiar. The shape familiar. Mre wrds. Mm's face,
Daddy's face, the other

Faces, shapes, sounds.

Down again, into the secrets. Into the inside.
PAI N!

mrain.

The noi se shook him fromthe deep hallucinations, the deep dreans, and
he expl oded to the surface of his mnd as a diver clinbing to the
surface of a pool, into the |ight and noise.

"What the hell... ?"
Rough hands grabbed him shook him He fought back blindly,

fists swinging. Sonebody grunted.

out of there!"

Pain in his | ower regions as the waste connections were ripped away. He
felt himseK lifted up, the light, the painful |ight burning through his
cl osed eyelids. A wedge of pure agony transfixed himas he | anded hard
on hi pbone and el bow.

"I't's a kid! It's a dammed ki d!"

He tried to curl up into a ball, into the soft warmball of dreans, but
the noise, the snells, the light, the whol e panoply of sensation roared
over himin unceasi ng waves.

"Let me go..." He knew that voice. It took hima nmonent to realize
how he knew it. It was his own, trying to make its way through his

cl ogged throat. He shook his head. H s hands and feet began to
tingle. After atinme, it felt as if his extremties were being di pped
in boiling water, and he screaned.

"Kid. Open your eyes."



He shook his head.

Fingers clanped on his jaw. He tried to bite. No good. damm it!"
The fingers went away, |eaving an ache. Then crashed into the side of
his head. Stars exploded in his his eyes popped open against his
will.

The light poured in, searing as the sun

Vaguely, he realized that sonething was wong. He needed sonething,
to... Run.

"He's com ng around,” another voice, |ow and angry,

"Jeez, look at him"

A part of himwas still in the long, deep, dream but the: began to
piece it together. M God, he'd made it! This Earth! And with a

si nki ng sensation, he suddenly rest of it.

Caught |

"Leave ne alone..." He blinked. Slowy, like a graphic painting itseK
across his vision, he saw their forms figures coal esce out of the

blinding Iight.

Two nen, one tall, one short, both burly. Winkled green suits, deep
stains in the arnpits and on their bellies. They at him

"Kid?" the short one said. "Wat the hell you think doing?."

He turned his face away fromthem Then he bit down his tongue and
felt his nouth fill with hot, coppery warnth. He turned back and

| ooked up at them

Kid... ?"

He bel ched a nouthful of red blood down his front.

"Lordy!"™ the tall one said. "W need a doctor here!"

He turned and ran. And when the shorter nman turned to

Jimgroped for his pack, staggered to his feet, and |urched quickly as
he could in the opposite direction

"Hey, you, wait a mnute..."

He shanbl ed around a corner into the chaos of the cargo docks, and was
gone.



Lonely, hungry, constantly terrified, Jimwal ked for what seened |ike
hours. It was eerie. He had thought the cargo docks on Wl fbane were
huge: now he realized you could take their entire vastness and | ose
themin one small corner of these docks. But what was even nore
unsettling was how enpty of life this fantastic place was.

Here, too, were the endless aisles, the scuttling machines. But,
unl i ke the docks on Wl fbane, there were al nbst no people. Sonetines,
off in the hazy distance, he woul d see a single figure, perhaps hol di ng
a small conputer, or maybe just strolling along. But the work was done
by machi nes, cool, silent, efficient.

There woul d have been thousands of workers on Wl fbane. Here, there
were only a handful. Abruptly, with a twinge of fear, he realized how
| ucky he had been to pick a sheep carrier: no doubt it was the living
cargo that had brought human stevedores to unlock those containers.

O herwi se, he mght have remmined inside, |ocked in dreans, until he
died of thirst.

He shivered at the thought, then pushed it away. He had other probl ens
to worry about now-and the first was the sinplest. How to get out of
here wi thout getting caught?

He wondered-if his two rescuers would spread an alarm He thought they
m ght not--they had | ooked |ike workers at the | ow est |evel, not
inclined to rock any boats they didn't have to---but there was no sense
in taking chances. The quicker he got out of the confines of Tel

aPort itself, the better. But how?. He rounded



one nore nanel ess corner and found hinself at the edge broad, open
space. The ceiling was so far overhead it was nake out. Conplicated
nmetal girders, robot cranes reaching |ike ducks bobbing for food,
lights like mniature suns. The space illuninated in harsh blue-white
light, shadows |ike

Beyond the open space, which was dotted with piles of cargo, was a
broad metal wall, perhaps twenty stories Hundreds of dark, cavelike
openi ngs punctuated the i mmense of the wall. As he watched, a small
train of tanklike containers a steel track into one of the openings and
vani shed. C oser nation reveal ed a great deal of novenent: many such
trains here and there, |arge, snakelike tubes whose sides vibrated

From his vantage point it looked like a kid's train set, noticed what
he was | eaning against: a tank, simlar to those made up the distant
trains. But the tank was thirty feet tall hundred feet |ong.

Everything here was huge. Suddenly he felt like the hero of of those
fairy tales, dunped into a world of giants: He smiled thought, but it
wasn't getting himany closer to his goal

An ugly, famliar stench wafted over him He winkled his trying to
renenber. Oh, yes. That plunbing he had hooked hinself in the sheep
carrier. 1t had been designed to fit sheep, had not nmade as tight a
seal on himas it should have. The his own waste had perneated his
unconsci ous dreans, and he snelled sonething very simlar. i

It was not a pleasant snell, nor even a pleasant thought, seened to tug
at him as if the idea was trying to reveal to him Somet hi ng
necessary.." human waste.

Tur ds.

The ships woul d generate tons of waste as they traveled stars, and like
all things organic, even turds and pee were far t valuable sinply to
t hrow away. No, they woul d be shipped planet for recycling.

He gl anced around, then turned to the tank that towered next him There
was a netal |adder, a series of rungs, set into its He hitched his pack
onto his shoul ders, took a deep breath, began to clinb.

At the top, ranged along the flat center of the tank, he found series
of round netal hatches. The stench up here was strong. He began to
breat he t hrough his nose. Wen he one of the hatches, the stink just
about bl ew himover. He inside.



There was about four feet of space between the top of the tank and the
dark, sludgy liquid below. He grinmaced, then bent down and stuck his

head into the tank. Deliberately opened his nostrils and sucked in a

br eat h.

The odor was nearly unbearable, but there was oxygen. Enough to
support hin? He didn't know

He pulled his head out and nulled it over. There was another | adder
extending fromthe inside of the hatch, down into the sludge. He could
cling to it and keep hinself out of the worst of the muck--if the tank
didn't get shaken around too nmuch. The major advantage he coul d see
was sinple: nobody would be inspecting the interiors of these tanks
very closely. Not without a gas mask. After all, who would be crazy
enough to hide in a tank full of shit?

A sharp, metallic crash broke his reverie. He peered over the row of
tanks. Three tanks down, one of the overhead cranes inserted its stee
pincers into fitted sockets, and lifted. The tank swung away into the
air.

He stood up and took one | ong, deep breath of relatively clean air.
Then he clinbed down into the tank and pulled the cover shut behind
hi m

No sensory deprivation here. H's nose had just about all the sensation
it could handle.

11 id, | hate to be the one to tell you, but you snell like crap. And
| don't nean that as a figure of speech. You really stink."

Jim Il ooked down at his jeans. They were coated fromthe thighs on down
with a brown, flaky crust. The sun had dried the pants, but couldn't
renove the evidence. That tank had jiggled. Quite a bit, in fact.

He was seated next to a stunted palmtree, in the center of a tiny
park. Mst of the grass here had been worn away, |eaving a thin veneer
of dusty earth, and patches of greenish gray weeds ot herw se.



It was a thoroughly repul sive place, even frightening, but to it felt
like a small slice of heaven. He had found it after out of the tank
finding hinmself in an inconprehensible full of Iiquid, chugging sounds,
and getting out of that place quickly as possible. Into a brand-new
wor | d.

The sun was hi gh overhead, hotter, brighter, whiter than |ight of

Wl fbane. It worried himfor a nmonent, as he about solar burns. Then
he renenbered that he was human. body had been designed for this

pl anet, not for Wl fbane. This wouldn't kill him

The t hought was so stupid that he started to laugh. After thing that
had happened, to worry about term nal sunburn. nore he thought about
it, the harder he |aughed. And, the |anky nunber who cane over and
settled hinmself next to didn't find anything too odd about a kid
covered in dried crap, ting next to a palmtree, |laughing his head off
at nothing cernible, for, after making his observation about Jim s body
he went on calnmy: "You new here?"

It took Jima nonent to realize sonebody was talking to

He turned. His fellow sun worshi per was conpletely bald, evil scar

t hat extended down the right side of his face, and wore illegal wre
head rig strapped openly on his upper arm A earlier Jimwould have
simply run as fast as he could from such character, but now, all he

could feel was gratitude at the sound anot her human voi ce.

"Uh- huh. New, " he agreed.

The man had strange eyes--now green, now brown, now dependi ng on the
way he cocked his head agai nst the |ight.

Hazel , Jimthought. That color is called hazel

"Yah, you're new all right. WlIf bane, right? You got the accent..
He paused. "Didn't know they had very many Pl ebs on Wl tbane."

Jimeyed himwarily. Well, at |east one good thing. This obviously a
Terran Pl eb, thought he was one of the Wich was probably a good thing.
Pl ebs on Wl fbane were a rel atively new phenonenon, and there weren't
many of them according to |egend, the Plebs were an endl ess swarm
Al the better to hide in.

Ji m nodded. "Got one | ess, now

The man chuckl ed, then stuck out one griny hand. "Put there, Kkid.
Though | can't imagi ne why you' d | eave a nice, place like Wlfs
supposed to be, and cone all the way to hell on Earth. Uh, ny nane's
Jackie."



Jimtook his hand. "Jim" he replied.

"Ni ce socket you got there," Jackie remarked. "Doesn't | ook gov
ish."

" Huh?"

"CGov ish. CGovernnment issue. Looks custom Rich-folks stuff. You
sure you a Pl eb?"

Jimshrugged. "I wasn't always. You know. Things ... change."
Sonehow, it was the right answer. At least it seened to please Jackie
a great deal, because he reached over and sl apped Ji mon the back
"Yeah, that's howit ks, isn't it? One day you're just tine, or your
famly is, and then sone damed robot or computer cones al ong and makes
you obsol ete. Booml And then you're one of us."

Ji m nodded. Suddenly he thought of the vast and echoi ng enpti ness of
the Tell aPort cargo docks. No doubt they had once swarmed with

wor kers, just like those on Wl fbane. But now the workers were gone.
Maybe they were sitting out under stunted palmtrees now, all over
Terra.

"Sorry about the stink," Jimsaid.

"I snelled worse. But there's public baths, you know. O nmaybe you
don't. You just get in?"

Ji m nodded. "Well. | don't know what you got yourself into"-Jackie
chuckl ed sharply--"but | sure ain't one to judge. A dinecred will get
you fixed up."

Instinctively, Jims hand went to his pack, where his small cache of
cash was hidden. Jackie's gaze followed the noverment brightly.
Suddenly Jimknew it would be a good idea to put sonme distance between
himsel f and the other man. "Jackie?" "Wat's that?"

"You ever hear of a place called Shawn Fan? A bar?"

Jackie stared at himoddly. "Now why would you want to go there?"

"I'"'mmeeting sonebody," Jimsaid.

Jacki e drew back fromhim as if he had sonmehow suddenly becone nore
form dable. "Well, you want to go there, 1'll show you. You just be
sure to mention it was ne that took you, okay?."

Jim had no idea what Jackie was tal king about, but he nodded. Jackie
bri ghtened. "You want to go to a bathhouse first? Kinda get cleaned
up?"

For the first tine since he'd parted fromCat, Jimfelt a surge of
hope. Sonmehow, maybe things would work out after all.

"Yeah," Jimsaid. 'hat would be great.



e man with the bull et-shaped head sat behind his b desk, his features
lost in the bright glare of light fromthe win behind him He wore a
dark suit and a white shirt with a ringi far. Hi s thick-fingered hands
rested on the polished surface o desk w thout noverent. Like fat,
perfectly mani cured sausa

H s voice was deep, a resonant baritone, filled with color warnth

"Steele, | really wi sh you had nanaged to put your hands that wetched
little SOB. |'mafraid you are beginning to digi , point ne."

Conmander Steele had been sitting in a capacious black arncthair in
front of the desk. Now, with some painful effort,

hoi sted hersel f up, grunting.
"Your back?" the man inquired politely.

"WIl be fine," she grated. "I'm a disappointnment? Listen, was your

m ssion. You set it up. Didyou plan on losing a cruiser? | mean, ny
God

"Yes," the man agreed. That was a tragedy." The way he ! gave Steele
the idea he didn't think the denmise of the Hank was nuch of a tragedy
at all. "But, you know how it is. You predict everything."

St eel e shook her head. "If anybody can predict everything,

ought to be you. Damm it, | lost alnost nmy whole team Again["

"Steele, Steele. So fierce. These things happen.”

"Not to me," Steele grated. "Anyway, |I'mdone, right? |1'mout it.
That kid is toast. Burned toast. So | can go back to doi ng everyday
dirty work, just your basic nmurder and rape and right?"

"Well.. " the nman said. "Not exactly." He flapped one hand at,

| arge hol oscreen. The formof a teenage girl began to appear

was sitting disconsolately in an otherwi se enpty cell, staring her
feet.

"Look what | found," the bullet-headed nman said. "Her nanme Cat."



Fan. Jimstared up at the weat hered wooden sign, incredibly old, that
creaked softly on its hinges over the door of the bar. Next to him
Jackie wrinkled his nose. "Did a good job,

jimry, ny boy. Can't hardly snmell you at all no nore."
Jimgrinned. "Yeah. Thanks, Jackie."

"You renenber. You tell 'em | brought you, okay? You prom sed..."

"I will, Jackie. 1'll remenber. Aren't you com ng inside, though?"
Jackie recoiled. "Me? |In there? He chuckled uneasily. "OCh, no, |
don't think so. You go on. You'll be fine."

And with a final, nervous smle, Jackie bobbed his head once, turned,
and scuttled away. Jimturned back around and stared at the sign
again. Jackie was weird, true, but something about this place
frightened him

He t hought about that, and then squared his shoul ders. Shawn Fan
outside the main gate of Tell aPort Go there and nention ny nane to
the bartender. Someone will cone... Jimsquared his shoulders, tried
to ignore his doubts, and stepped through the door into the Jim

cool ness beyond.

"You want what?" the bartender said.

"Soda. ChelTy soda.." please?" Jimtold him Uneasily, he thought
that the manners his parents had taught himas a child mght not be the
proper code of conduct here. This was shortly confirned as the
bartender, a nman of average size, mddle-aged, with greasy black hair
topping a face alnost obliterated by colorful tattoos, said, "Kid, get
out of here before | have to throw you out." He paused, glared, and
said, "Go on, beat it. You snell bad, by the way."

Hmm Evidently the bat hhouse hadn't been as effective as he'd hoped.
He slid off the barstool, unm ndful of how that piece of recreationa
furniture had remai ned basically unchanged over four centuries. Nor
did he give nuch thought to the idea of a human



bartender in what was nothing nore than a | ow | evel equival ent
restaurant woul d have no human servers, only systens. O course, he
couldn't begin to imagine the chaos ble in a place that served

i ntoxicating drinks and drugs to a tele already predi sposed to
violence. And if he couldn't neither could any robot system |In sone
ni ches, human re.

still reigned suprene.

"I"'m.. uh... sorry. Somebody told me to cone here.

you know her? Nane of Cat..."

The bartender, who had been applying a greasy paper greasy bar top
paused. "What's that?" he murnmnured,

closer. "No, don't say it again. | heard the first tine. How cone by
that nane, Kkid?"

Ji m shrugged. He seemed to be getting sonepl ace,
wasn't sure exactly where. At least Cat's name was faniliar

"I knew her. Somepl ace else. WIf bane.".

"You don't say? Wlfbane... ?" The bartender eyed himways. "Tel
you what. You go over into that corner over and sit down and pretend
you're invisible. Gkay? | gotta call...”

Jimnodded. "Can [--"

"We don't serve no sodas here, kid. Not unless you want to themwith
rotgut whisky. Get nme?"

"Unh- huh. "
"Good. o sit."
Jimwent to the table and sat. The corner was dark

scrunched down in the booth until only his head was visible the table.
It seened stupid and nel odramatic. He'd never |

place like this, but it didn't look as if the police nonitored it
closely. Still, the atnosphere was tense and wary, fromthe tender's
attitude on down to the furtive watchful ness that the few other patrons
who sat, hunched and silent, over tunmblers they guarded with the air of
feral dogs of neat.

Hurry up and wait, Jimthought. | seemto spend nost of ny waiting for
things | have no idea about. Whether they are good bad. Wether
someone will cone to help ne, or kill ne.

He felt helpless. Again, damm it... He was still thinking about this

when they did cone for

Two nen, one thick, one thin, otherw se indistinguishable each other
Bot h had the hard, conpetent air of men used enforcing their requests
with their fists. O worse.






They came through the front door and wal ked directly to Jims table.
"You. Up," Thick said.

Thin gl anced at the bar. "Thanks, Max. W got it now "

The bartender nodded, then | ooked down at his endl ess polishing. Jim
got the idea that Max wouldn't | ook up again, not even if Thick and
Thin decided to dismenber himon the top of the table.

"Where are we going?." Jimasked, as they frog-marched himout the
door between them "Shut up," Thin said. "Yeah," added Thick

you claimyou were with Cat. on Wl fbane..." the stone killer naned
Jonat han sai d.

They sat across fromeach other at a sinple wooden table, in a small,
nondescri pt room The same description--small, nondescript-would have
applied equally to Jonathan, Jimthought. He |ooked Iike sone kind of
lowlevel clerk, with his short, sandy blond hair, his unathletic body,
his pale, long fingers unmarked by any evidence of hard physica

| abor.

H s eyes were watery and blue, and he was reluctant to focus them on
anyt hing. Whenever Jimtried to catch his gaze, those eyes would dart
away, as if fearful of direct contact with another human. Even his
voi ce was anemic, soft and al nost |isping; his speech was so hard to
make out, Jimhad to [ ean forward to nake sure he understood what
Jonat han was saying to him

Smal |, frail, silent, evasive: what was it, then, Ji mwondered, about
Jonat han that was so conpletely terrifying? As he strained to hear
what Jonat han was sayi ng, he thought it probably had sonmething to do
with what he'd felt when Jonathan had listlessly offered his soft
handshake. Jim had taken those linp fingers and dropped them

i medi ately, the skin on the back of his neck quite literally crawing.
He had resisted touching his own neck, because he knew he would fee
goosefl esh there.



It had been the psychic equival ent of taking up a blind worns, warm
and sliny and withing with fevered Jimdidn't believe in anything

psychic at all. But he believed own instincts .... In the case of
Jonat han, every instinct was screaming at him run.." hide.." run
away now

Jonat han even acknow edged this in some manner; gasped and dropped his
hand, Jonathan sniled faintly, as say, "Ch, yeah, | understand. People
tell me it's awful. the tinme."

There was sonet hi ng nonstrous about this harm ess clerk-man. And the
nmonstrosity was so plain, so obvious, wondered how people could stand
to be around himat all. that was why this roomwas so facel ess, so
utilitarian. table and the two chairs, and a rack of digital screens
on one six screens running silently, pictures of places Jimdidn't

ni ze, faces that were alien as eggs.

"Well me about Cat..." Jonathan went on, gentle, insistent. Jimwas
grateful for the enigmatic screens. Their colors quick-change
noverment s gave hi m sonething to | ook at Jonathan's watery, evasive
gaze.

Ji mshrugged. "I met her on Wl fbane. She---helped me "Did she now?.
How, exactly, did she do a thing Iike that?" Jimwatched the screens
as he told his story, and finished the unlikely tale of his transit
fromWwlf bane to this little Just as he conpleted the story, somnething
noved on one of screens and snagged his attention

Jonat han's pinkish lips noved; he hawed i n soundl ess

"In the turd tank. Excellent. So you stink, it washes off. nobody

| ooks in a bowl full of turds for the m ssing dianmond. Jimlooked away
fromthe screen, and the tiny spark that caught hi m di sappeared from

his mental radar. "lIs that an?" Jim asked. "A dianond?"

Jonat han fixed himwi th one sharp gl ance, before his dissolved and he

| ooked away again. "Maybe. [I'Il find out. You be sure I'll find
out."
Jim s bowels suddenly turned cold and runny. "What's

"Cat seems to be anong the missing..."

"M ssing?." Jimknew his |ips were hangi ng open, but he help

hi nmsel f.

"Yes. So the logical thing, | suppose, is to Fred out exactly you
really are. O, nore to the point, what you are. Endicott... is

it?"



this won't hurt,"” the woman said. She was short, with iron gray hair
done in a neat bun, a shapeless flowered dress, and a nmotherly
expression on her sagging features. But her puffy hands were encased

i n rubber gl oves, and over her dress she wore a white medi cal apron, as
if she feared sonething m ght splash on her

Jimfelt even sicker, imagining the sort of things that m ght splash.
He chuckl ed weakly. "M doctor programused to say that."

“Mn hmm.. ?"
"It always hurt," he told her

"Deep breath, now," she said, and just as he hitched up his shoul ders,
she hit himon the armwith a hypospray. For a nonent he stared at her
expressionless features in surprise, the sharp hiss of the spray
echoing in his ears. Everything began to waver and blur, and then he
was gone



CHAPTER 10

tell, you' re who you say you are. At least, you think you are,"”
Jonat han sai d.

Jimstood next to a | arge wi ndow and | ooked out. He guessed he was at
| east forty stories up, and even so, the tops of nearby buil dings
vani shed far above, into what seened to be a permanent mi st.

Of to his left, the antique structure of the Colden Gate Bridge, now a
ranshackl e coll ection of condom niunms, glowed in the Jimlight. So he
was in San Francisco. The idea that at |east he knew where he was, if
not much el se, gave himsonme confort.

"Huh... ? What does that mean? O course I'mwho | am \Wo el se
would | be?"

Jonat han canme up behind him He noved as quietly as a ghost. \Wen he
spoke again, his nearness startled Jim rmade himjunmp. O course,
everyt hi ng about Jonat han nmade hi m j unpy.

"Ch, Jinmy, how naive you are. You could be anybody. You could
bel i eve you're anybody. The human nind is a nalleable thing.." just
i ke the human DNA. "

This nade so little sense that Jimturned and stared at him "Wat are
you tal ki ng about ?"

Jonat han shrugged. "Your DNA, for instance, is very.." interesting.”

"I don't give a damm about that. What happened to Cat? What's going
on, Jonat han?"

"Well, now, that's a trick question, isn't it? W had you under for
three days, ny boy. You're a regular treasure trove."



"Jonat han. .

"Ch, all right. Mss Cat is... mssing, as | said. But no presuned
dead, if that sets your nmind at rest."

Jimlet out a long, relieved sigh. 1t had been in the back nind, that
somehow she was gone, and worse, that it fault. Everything seened to
be his fault, why not this, too?

"Tell me... he said, excited. "Where is she?"

"Well now, that we don't know. Exactly. But first, young

I think we need to have a long talk. | mean, aren't you

You shoul d be, you know "

Jonat han wandered away. The roomwas furnished with a couple of sofas,
a table, chairs, sonme cheap holoprints. It mght been an inexpensive
hotel room It had that facel ess,

feeling to it. Finally, Jonathan perched on one of the sofa

"Doesn,t it strike you odd, Jim that so many people shoul d concerned
about you? So... interested in you?"

Jimturned back to the window. Jonathan's quiet, insistent ing nmade
hi m even nore uneasy. "O course,"” he said finally. not an idiot. MW
dad told nme..."

"Not enough, it appears. You dad was an interesting nan,

He had a history. What's even nore interesting is that, fact we turned
your deep nmenory over |ike an unnmade bed, we know everythi ng about Carl
Endi cott that you do, we still trace that history. dd Carl, he was a
real nystery man." The thought seenmed to nmake Jonat han happy. "You
could have just asked ne."

"Ch, we did, Jinbo. Jimmy, we did. Doesn't your head ache?" "As a
matter of fact, it does."

"It'll pass. Ignore it. Anyway, tine for a history |Iesson. nystery
| esson, big Jim" Jonathan slid off his perch. He stay in one place
very | ong.

"You know this guy, Jimy?."

A standard i ssue hol oscreen hangi ng on one wall burped life, revealing
some kind of press conference. officials gabbled silently. The canera
panned the group, then fled in tight on one man who stood behind the
others, and no effort to speak

Jimfelt a jerk of recognition. "Yes... uh, no.
"Well, | doubt you've nmet himrecently, but you do him right?"

"I... saw himwhen we talked the last tine. He was on one screens in
your room | just noticed. That nust. be why | remenber.”



"Well, not quite. One of the things a full mnd scan does is
conparison studies. W flashed a |ot of pictures at you, and you
reacted to sone things you shouldn't have twitched on at all. Like
this."

A second picture of the man suddenly appeared It was plainly the sane
man, but much younger. There was a fringe of black hair on his bullet

like skull, and he was thinner, his features sharper
Jimstared, wondering. "It seens like | ought to know him.." he
said. "But | don't, not really. It's like.." ddj& vu. But |I've never

met himinny life."

"His nane's Delta. Well, that's what he calls hinmself nowadays. He
has, for all intents and purposes, obliterated any records of his past.
A man and a wonman died to obtain this one picture. Does it... ring any
bel | s?"

Ji m shook his head. But he did know him didn't he? The younger
version, at least. How, though? H s head began to throb again.

"Delta? No. Wat's his real nane?"

Jonat han sighed. "W don't know. It is one of the best kept secrets
in the whol e Confederacy. W know who he is, though.”" Jimstared at
him waiting.

"Delta runs the Conbined Intelligence Agencies. The CIA. He's the
bi ggest Spock there is." Jonathan paused, then added, offhandedly: "He
is my eneny, if that matters."

Jimfelt his thoughts creak dangerously. It all made a horrible kind
of sense. Ever since his world had fallen apart, he'd felt hinself at
the nercy of vast forces. Things had happened so quickly, he hadn't
really thought about it, but surely it would have taken sonebody very
powerful to orchestrate all the disasters that had occurred?

"Delta..." he said slowly. He shook his head. "Jonathan, | don't
know him Really, | don't."
"Well," Jonathan replied. "Mybe that will change. As it turns out,

he says he wants to nmeet you."



e interrogator was a young woman. Cat thought she was nuch ol der than
she was, and supposed it was standard operal procedure. Try to create
a bond between the subject and the qiestioner.

"Cat herine," the worman said, "we know you passed the on, and we know to
whom You can be certain we will |ocate person, so we really don't
need you, do we? But there are a things you could help us with."

Cat shook her head, determined to remain stubbornly

She had no doubt they'd mnd-reamed her for hours--there suspicious

bl ank spots in her nmenory--but she had been to withstand certain
things. There were fail-safes and burned into the physical structure
of her brain, so that before would give up sone things, her entire mnd
woul d col | apse.

The techniques for inposing these kinds of blocks intensely painful
and she'd always wondered if the results worth the agony. Now, facing
her kind, soft-spoken tormentor, decided they were. The bl ocks had
hel d, even under ing. So she still had cards to play.

But what was the gane? For what stakes? And,

who were the players?

"Ch, cone on, Catherine. Guve nme just alittle.

maybe | can help you. Wy don't we start with your young Wth Jim
Endi cott? What do you know about Ji m Endicott?"



Jim what are the pleb? The question took him by surprise, and he
stamered. "Uh... well, | guess you could call them an..
under cl ass?"

Jonat han shook his head. 'hat's what you would call us, | suppose. W
don't get the best publicity.." not, mind you, that there isn't sone
truth to what we do get. We're all violent, |lazy thugs, addicted to
wire heading Lie around all day on the Confederacy dole, wres stuck

i nto sockets behind our ears punping the old joy juice right into our

pl easure centers. Sonething like that, right?"

Ji mrenenbered, with sonme shame, his conversation wth Mrninglory.
Shame, because that was exactly what he'd thought--until Mrninglory, a
Pl eb, performed one of the bravest acts of self-sacrifice he'd ever

i magi ned.

"Yes. | guess that's what | used to think."
"You mean you don't think so now?." There was a nocking tone in
Jonat han's soft lisp, and when Jimturned to |l ook at him he saw that

same nockery in his expression

It ticked himoff. "Listen, | thought you just read nme |like sonme conic
vid. That's what you said. So you know how | feel. Right?"

"Qoh. Baby's all upset. Calmdown, Jimy. No harmintended."
Jonat han's nasty grin said otherw se.

"Stop calling me Jimmyl My nane's Jim"

"Whoa. Al right... Jim So then we agree that the Plebs aren't the
scum you were brought up to believe?"

"Morninglory..."

Jonat han nodded, suddenly serious. "Yeah, the old Gory man. | have
to give himcredit, fromwhat you renenber. He popped them a good one.
| have to confess, | didn't think he still had it in him Took down a

whol e dammed cruiser. Al right to that. And for the first tinme, Jim
t hought he saw a glint of honest emotion in Jonathan's gaze: fierce,
triunphant.."  bitter.

Those hundreds of deaths would not weigh on Jonathan in quite the
manner they did on Jim Jimfelt grief and horror and regret. But
Jonat han exulted in the imol ation of over a thousand Con Fl eet
sail ors.

"The Pl ebs are the inevitable products of technol ogy," Jonathan



said finally. "l'here is no shame in our existence. Humanity itself
to the machi nes. Nobody seened to understand, or care,

in the process, nost of humanity becane surplus. | suppose |ucky they
didn't just nurder us all."” He paused, and once

Jimsaw that inpossible well of bitterness flicker out of his
"And maybe that woul d have been for the best, after all."
"Jonat han.. "

"Spare ne your synpathy, Jinbo."

Jimslid his gaze at Jonathan, then away. It was |ike sonebody pee
off a section of his own skin with a sharp knife.

Jonat han hated. |If you knew that, you knew everythi ng needed to know
about Jonat han. But this was goi ng nowhere,

thought. Al these wordy little games. Plebs. Were was Cat?.
"Jonathan. You said that Cat.. " ,

"Forget Cat a second, Jim Listen to nme instead, okay?

good boy. We'Ill get back to Cat when | say so."

Then, just like that, Jonathan went blank. Jimcould feel it,

Jonat han had turned hinself off. He... went away, and stayed away for
almbst a mnute. It was the eeriest ever seen. He thought that if he
closed his eyes, all his would tell himthe roomwas enpty, lifeless.

Jonat han grunted, and cane back. "What... oh. Jim Plebs everywhere.

Even on Wl f bane now. They weren't there, not first, because it was a
frontier planet. Qur next frontier, they at the time. But now the
machi nes are there, too, nore and of them and soar the Plebs. Mre
and nore of them And want to know what | think, JinP"

Here he paused. But Jimwas lulled by his |lisping voice, drifting
al ong, and didn't answer.

"Jim are you still there? Hello, Jinbo?"
" sorry. | was thinking."
"Well, stop. Pay attention, because what |I'mgoing to say is matter of

life and death.” He flipped out that switchbl ade again. "Your life
and death, probably."

Jimstared at him

"Something is using us, Jim Using the Plebs. 1've known sensed
it--all ny life. | don't know how, but that nuch human neat, it's got
to be a resource. And in our world, resources never go to waste. Not
for long."

He sighed, and Jimgot the feeling that he went away again, but this
time only for a second.



"So a long time ago | decided to find out. See if | could get a
handl e



on what was utilizing this particular resource. Cat hel ped nme | ook
and Morninglory, too. And a lot of others. And you know what? A
funny thing.." everybody who hel ped nme | ook ended up on Delta's shit
list. Don't you think that's funny, Jin®"

"I don't have any idea what you are tal king about, Jonathan,"” jimsaid
simply. And he didn't. He felt as if he were at the end of his rope,
trapped in an unbreakabl e web of horrible circunstance, |ocked in this
transient roomw th a man who scared the hell out of him and bored him
to death at the same tinme. Wat was Jonat han, anyway2. Good or evil?
O did such things even apply to hinf

"Jonathan, | don't want to talk anynore, unless it's about Cat. Just
tell me what happened, okay?. | don't give a dam about Pl ebs, or you,
or anything. Just Cat."

Jonat han pulled gently at his lower lip, staring at him "Wll, you're
honest. Even if you don't care nuch for the big picture .... "

He smiled suddenly. "So, okay, Jim Here's the deal. Delta says he
has Cat, and he wants to trade her. @Guess who he wants i nstead?"

It made no sense, of course. MNone of it had, so far. But he had
prom sed never to abandon one of his friends again. And Cat was nore
than a friend. Mich nore.

"Rhetorical question, | guess?"

Now Jonat han's snile becane a | anp, fearsonely bright, beam ng out of
hi s puddi ng face. "Good answer, Jim That's right! He wants you!"

Then, nore softly, "And isn't that just the nobst interesting thing?.
They bound her wists with plastic handcuffs before they took her into
the huge, Jimroom He waited at the far end, a black shadow cut out
against the light blazing fromthe wi ndow behind him She felt the
ceasel ess tick and hum of hi dden nachi nes, and



snel l ed his odor: thick, nusk fly perfuned, sonmehow

The room was designed to set himoff, a frame to better his power. The
room of a festering egomani ac.

Her guards were facel ess and interchangeable. They her hal fway across
the room and then stopped, not fromnal she could see, but from what
she senseql was |ong

The guards had brought many hel pless victinms to this s stopped and
wai ted, fingers clanped tight around her biceps.

Her | ower arms began to tingle and go numb fromthe of their grip, but
she ignored it and waited, silent.

" "Hello, Cat," he said.

Deep, warm alnost fruity. A politician's voice.
fatherly. Utterly untrustworthy.

"You' ve ki dnapped ne," she said. "It's against the |aw "

"Ch, Cat. So harsh. So fierce." He twisted the tail of the that it
became a private joke, shared between the two of them

"But not to worry, ny dear," he continued. "Your... won't last nuch
longer. There. Doesn't that make you fee

Not particul arly, she thought. There's nore than one way tng a
captivity. And at least one of themis fatal .... "You're letting ne
go, then? 1Isn't that dangerous?"

He | aughed out loud. Once again it was an attractive rich and boomn ng
full of real hunor. Meant to disarm

resi sted. "Dangerous? To whom nmy dear girl? M?"
"I'"ve seen you..."

"Well, no, you haven't. Not really. And even if you thought had, what
would it matter? Consider. |If you think you do then you nust
understand how little it would matter. Correct?"

Delta. She knew him how could she not? And he was

Delta coul d make things disappear. Her, her menory of him body else's
recol l ection of this neeting. Like all spy masters greatest strength
was just that: meking things vanish. :°

It could all be wi ped away. As far as she was concerned, power was
effectively unlimted. He ought to have terrified her. wondered why
he didn't.

"So?" she said at last. "Wy are we having this little chat, then?"
The shadow noved. She felt the pressure of his examination, his

wat chf ul ness. Maybe that was it. He wanted to see her in the flesh
Sonme men were like that, not trusting their machines, only the evidence
of their senses. Who needed sensation to nake things real, She knew
the word for people like that. Psychopath. She felt a heaviness in



her chest, her belly.



"I"'mnot afraid of you," she said at last. Even to her own ears it
sounded stupid, juvenile. But it was all she could think to say.

He | aughed again. "But why should you be, ny dear.9 You haven't been

harmed. The effects of our.." questioning will wear off in a few
hours. And we will be releasing you shortly, to continue on your
journey. You should be safely at your destination only a day or so
late. Hardly worth the upset, | would think."

"It's that sinple, is it?"

"Qust that simple, Cat. Let nme be honest. You are of some nargina
interest to me, if only because of the effort sonebody expended on you
to make it difficult to, ah, exam ne you. A very thorough job, that,
let me add. Gven tine, of course we could break you, but--nmny
congratul ati ons to whoever did it."

She wat ched beefy shadow arms rise, and imagi ned blunt gets com ng
t oget her beneath a broad, heavy chin.

A crazy bravado seized her. "I'll be sure to tell them"
"Ch, Cat. | plucked you up once. | can do it again. Do renmenber
that."

The dull, heavy feeling in her belly, her chest, intensified. Wat had
they done to her? She thought of the possibilities: tiny sensors,

buri ed deep inside her flesh. Chem cal bonblets, alarnms woven from her
nervous system No doubt she now glowed in their sensors like a
bonfire

She was still alive, but they'd killed her, at least as to any further
useful ness to her own cause. How he nust be |aughing at her. "I hate
you..." she said.

He nust have been waiting for that, because now his voice sounded
softer, as if he were turning away fromher, losing interest--though he
didn't nove at all.

"It's been interesting knowing you, Cat. But | think we're done here
now, don't you?"

She had to know. "Wy are you letting me go?"

"Why" | traded you, dear. For that pesky boyfriend of yours. Jim..
you renenber him don't you?"

"You... bastard."

"Well, of course, Cat. Wat did you expect?"

They turned her around and marched her out, back to her cell, and

| ocked her in. She sat in the pitiless light and tried to think what
it all meant, but she couldn't.

Jim What was so inportant about dim?9

Wy hi n?



Jonat han, what is so inportaant? Jonathan shrugged. "A better
guesti on woul d be why thinks you're so inportant. |f he does--we
really have no idea he wants you. Maybe he thinks he can get nore from
you fromCat..."

Sonet hi ng about the way he said this last up Jinmis spine. "Has Cat
been hurt?"

"Probably not. At |east not physically. But you can be sure been
guestioned. "

"Her mnd... ?" Jimknew sonet hing about nodern interrogation

t echni ques. Anybody coul d be broken, if enough tine, no | ogy and
determ nation were invested. But if tine was the nost effective
nmet hods tended to be the npst brutal

"Who knows?" And in Jonathan's reply, Jimheard the thought: Wo
cares?

He made up his nmind in that monent. Every second Cat wherever she was,
she remained in danger. But Jimcould away fromthat danger, if he was
willing. He'd had no choice Mrninglory. The old man hadn't given him
any. But this was fe rent

"Trade ne, then," he said. "Set it up. Let's get it done," Jonathan
qui rked that odd, soft, alnpst pitying smle at "My, what an eager
little beaver you are..." But some too. "l give you credit for
bravery, though."

Then he nodded, turned, and wal ked out of the room



Conmmander Steele stood at parade rest in the exact spot where Cat had
been only a few nminutes before. She held her position, though her back
was giving her all kinds of grief.

"I have alerted all the special tactics units," Delta said, in that
syrupy, boom ng voice. "I don't think your people will be needed, but
just in case, you mght step up their ready status a notch or two."

Steel e nodded. "What there are left of them.. May | ask what is about
to happen?"

"Steele, you sound bitter. No doubt your back is hurting. Wy don't
you relax, unbend a little? Al the years |I've known you, you've
al ways had that mlitary poker up your rear."

"Yes, sir. And every time |'ve relaxed, things have gone straight to
hell. The npbst recent occurrences are an excellent exanple."

"Well, you may be right,"” Delta murrmured blandly. "I'mnot sure
could get used to you if you suddenly becane.." 1oose."

"Indeed. 1s this why you called me? To practice your dry wit?" Delta
| aughed out loud, and this tine there was genuine mrth in his voice.
But it only lasted a nmonment, and then he becane col dly serious.

"What is about to happen is a sad outbreak of Pleb Psychosis. This
will be a particularly virulent seizure, affecting a sizable percentage
of the Terran Pleb popul ation, and a smaller, though significant,
portion of the Pleb community on Wl f bane."

Steel e stared at himfor several seconds, then shook her head. "Wat
does sizabl e nean, exactly?."

"Hrm \What percentage of the Plebs do you suppose indulge in wire
headi ng

Steel e thought about it. The best guess she could come up with was
approximately 32 percent. About a third. Wreheading, the practice of
directly stinulating the brain's pleasure centers with a trickle of
current delivered via a wire plugged into a skull socket, was Very
preval ent among the Plebs, less so in the higher classes-the so-called
wor ki ng cl asses. Installing the socket was cheap



sinmple, and, although illegal, not really proscribed since a normnal
cybersocket could be easily nodified to do the

She offered her estimate, and Delta nodded. "I'd say you're enough. So
prepare for--let's see, there are three billion or Plebs--that would
make it about a billion scream ng, violent chotics."” He paused. "You
t hi nk anybody will notice?" "You enjoy this, don't you?" Steele said.
"No, | don't. But |I do it anyway." "Wy is that, sir?"

"Because," Delta said, "the alternatives are even worse.
want you to supervise the transfer of the girl."

"Yes, sir."

"One less thing for ne to worry about. And, Steele?"
"Sir?"

"Are you excited about getting your hands on the Endicott

Steel e thought about all the deaths that had sprung fromefforts
regardi ng that one young nman.

"Only inthat | would like to kill him if | may, sir," she said
fully.

"Not right away, Steele. You take very good care of himat The big
shadow nmoved against the |ighted window It might been a shrug. "As
for later, well. Wo knows? Go nake Steele. Go nmake ready."

She nodded, and di d.

Delta watched Steele's ranrod back as she narched fromthe room (dd
worman, that. They went back alnost to the to the tinme of the great and
secret discoveries which had himon the road to power.

Had he--had she--made ni stakes back then? At the time he'd thought
not. He was not particularly an introspective man. It had never been
in his brutally forceful nature to second-guess his own actions and
decisions. But tine itself had a way of demandi ng new



eval uations, and what time had now coughed up--JimEndicott-forced him
to exam ne things and incidents he'd thought | ocked irrevocably in the
past .

It was not a pleasant sensation, and Delta did not intend for it to
continue much longer. Cat had been noderately instructive, although
much of her thought had been too well shielded for the time limts

i nvol ved in her questioning. He'd gotten a few things, though

So the Pl ebs had begun to connect himwith their travails? Their
machi nes had sifted and anal yzed and decided that his nane cane up too
often in correlation with the Pleb Psychosis?

Per haps that was inevitable. But such things were not threats, at

| east not yet. And since he'd considered the possibility of discovery
right fromthe start, he had contingencies long in place to handl e such
threats.

Ji m Endi cott, however, was sonething else. He ran the tape in his mnd
once again: the minicanms every one of his special forces people wore on
their uniforms had Filned and recorded that touching Final scene
between Carl Endicott and his son. What had it neant?

Carl Endicott obviously thought it nmeant sonething. He had spoken wth
his final breaths in this life--and God, how Delta had hungered to hear
t hose breaths, preferably gasped in painful extremty--but what he'd
said remained a mystery.

Slow y, he stood behind his desk, a broad, heavy man who seened to
carry his own shadows with him He noved slowy, with the automatic
prudence of a big man who nust be careful, l|est he crush what he wal ked
on .... In his time he had crushed themall, all his enemies, all the
ones who'd been unwilling, or unable, to conprehend the great web of
danger only he saw, and only he had the strength' and will to oppose.

Now, a sixteen-year-old boy m ght be the greatest threat he'd faced
since Carl Endicott, who had not called hinself Endicott then, and a
beauti ful worman naned Kate had conspired to deprive himof the only
t hi ngs he'd ever |oved.

He noved to a door hidden in the side of the room behind a tall swath
of black draperies. As he lunbered al ong, he nmunbl ed, al nost an asi de,
to his ever-present nmachines: "Bring me the boy's mother. [1'Il speak
to this Tabitha Endicott."

And then we'll see, he thought.



CHAPTER 11

"WHAT

, tell me what you' ve done,
The Fount ai n.

Jonat han said to an entity he knew only as

They were gathered together in no place that is to say, the place where
they chose to neet, in fact the only place they deemed safe enough for
all of themto join together did not exist in the physical world, but
only in the nebul ous regi ons of cyberspace. Wich did not nmean their
nmeeting was not real. It was. Deadly real, and vast anounts of

t hought, wealth, and force had been spent to make sure this

i nsubstantial meeting ground was secure. Here they existed only as

cl ouds of electrons, but they could be damaged nonet hel ess.

They were eight. Eight apparitions in cyberspace, where appearance was
a matter of choice--and sone of the choices these eight had nade were
outl andi sh. Picture The Fountain, for exanple: it-Jonathan had no idea
if The Fountain was male or femal e--hung in the shadows and poured out
of them now a spew of bloodred fire, now a boil of steanming |iquid,
now a creeping flow of tiny, clicking insects. Al this always in

nmoti on, always welling up fromsonme hi dden source.

There were times Jonat han wondered about his fellow conspirators, as he
tried to imagine the kind of mind that would choose to present itself
so. But he could never know, nor did he want to: none of those

gat hered here had ever net, in the flesh. The conputer world was
sufficient to their needs, and far safer. What could he tell an
inquisitive interrogator? That his chief scientist's npst



preferred self-inmage was sone sort of endl ess technolc

"Picture a great and ancient city," The Fountain "Picture Jerusalem"

In their varying ways, all of the eight signaled assent. "Jerusalem
within its high walls, is incredibly busy. builders, buyers and
sellers, priests and wives and screanming children. In the center of

Jerusalemis the Tenple, in the Tenple is the Book. Fromthe Book, the
smal | est part great city, cone all the rules by which it governs
itself.

'he Book tells the people of the city how and what to eat, to make
| ove, how to buy and sell, howto build and fight. It their lives down
to the small est degree, this book at the Jerusalem"

The Fountain paused, and Aker Bilk, charged with the affairs of the
conspi racy, who chose to mani fest as a neon-crusted praying mantis,
muttered, "Yes, yes. Go on."

"Picture Jerusalemas a human cell," The Fountain

"The analogy is exact. Wthin the walls of the cell countless things
hurry and bustle, grow and build, die and change. In center of the
cell isits owmn tenple, called the nucleus, and in center of the

nucl eus is a book. The book is extrenely tiny pared to the rest of the
cell, yet init are all the rules blueprints that govern everything
that goes on inside the cell. book of the cell is |like the Book of
Jerusalem We call the book the cell its DNA "

Rose Lovely, who ordered all of the human spy craft the acy undertook
and who mani fested as a huge white bl ossom her name, whispered softly.
"We know this is true, Fountain. what have you done?"

"DNA, " The Fountain nused. "In one cell a pair of molecules that if
unwound woul d be a nmeter long, and so thin could pack ten billion of
theminside a human hair. This strand q DNA--that we also call the
genone--is itself divided into books, as an encycl opedi a m ght be. The
DNA contains three smaller books, called chrompbsonmes. And the
sentences make up the articles in each of these smaller books we cal
Finally, the tiniest of the divisions, the letters, if you will, are
base pairs of the spiral helix. Like the twenty-six letters of

al phabet, these genetic letters can be conbined to forman of meaning
and information. Thus is the book of human life ten, in the heart of
the city of the cell. Do you understand?"

Cracker, who manifested as a very young nman, though he



recruited Morninglory to the cause many, many years before, said in

his clear and trilling voice, "I could run a hundred thousand hacker
programs before you come to the point, you old fool. O course we
understand. This is childish gibberish. Wat did you do?" |If
anyt hi ng, Cracker's insults caused The Fountain to sl ow down a bit. The
Fountain, as the nost brilliant scientist of the Pleb conspiracy, knew
its own value. Perhaps too well sonetinmes, Jonathan nused.

"As in the Book of Jerusalem there is space in the book of the genone
t hat goes unused, or has things witten that no one reads or
understands. Yet if properly coded, the words of the genonme will go
out and work their will as inexorably as the codes that create bl ue
eyes--or |oudnout hs, Cracker."

" Hunph. "

"What did | do? | put in a fewnew articles in young Endicott's
genom ¢ encycl opedia. Instructions of ny own devising. It was very
difficult."

"And why was that?" Jonathan asked.

"Because sonmebody had been there before me. Mich of the space that
shoul d have been enmpty was filled, with genetic words and

sent encesnmal nost a whol e sub-book's worth--so | had to work with what
was left."”

Rose Lovely spoke, her tone startled. "Are you saying that sonebody

has al ready encoded sonething in young Endicott's genome? What is
it?"

The Fountain began to bel ch bl ui sh phosphorescent slime that snmoked
thickly as it dropped to vanish in the nether regions below. "I have
no idea," The Fountain said. 'le code was of a level so conplicated
doubt the | egendary M ndsl aver Arrays---even if they did exist--could
unravel it."

There was a nonent of deceptive silence: deceptive, for in their
various ways, each of themconferred with others at extrenely high
speeds.

Cracker spoke. "You tried digital decryption, with no luck? Pity."

Aker Bilk said, "Are we giving away a great playing piece to our eneny,
Fountai n? Doubtless this code is what Delta seeks."

'"to no avail, | assure you," The Fountain replied. "He can no nore
read Endicott's secrets than | can. At least, not in the time |

will give him Let me tell you what | have done."
"About time..." Cracker murmured.

"We know Delta has science equal to ours. Perhaps greater. W



know he is suspicious and paranoid to his very bones. W know will
take young Endi cott apart al nbst nol ecul e by nol ecul e befl he all ows
himinto his presence. So | have put there nothing Delta to find. No
secret chemcals, no hidden physical bonbs, conplete bio viruses or
data viruses

"I mxed ny codes in with the others. Certain nolecules with those

codes are tined. They will only begin to carry out their: instructions
after Delta has finished with his exami nations. examninations
t henmsel ves will be their triggers.

"As a further safeguard, the boy has been psychologically p gramed
wi t hout his know edge. Hi s body will release cert ai al hornones only
in the event he approaches Delta physically.

hormones will further trigger the process already begun
Delta's probes.”
"And that process is what, you dithering ninny?." gr Cracker.

' kvo-pronged. The Endicott boy's breath will becone | aden chenica
codes progranmmed to cause death in any nale oth than hinself. Second,
he will begin to manufacture free-fl Oa codes progranmed to attack

el ectronic systens of all kinds. interesting--and difficult--nmelding
of bi ol ogi cal and comnpu4

hal f viruses. A cybernetic virus, if youwill. It lives in air for
hour. Should be I ong enough to find a host."

"And the boy... ?" Rose Lovely wondered al oud.
"Ch, the process will kill him Eventually it will eat himally

| rather imagine, though, that Delta will kill himbefore it ev cones
to that. The results of the codes |'ve inplanted .a rather
spectacular. Delta will certainly understand has happened in time to
take some destructive action, before hinmself succunbs."”

Aker Bilk broke in. "Are you sure about all this?"

"As sure as we axe likely to be, all things considered,"” Jonath said.
"W have all seen the correlation. Delta did not nanage4 stop Cat's
chips fromMrninglory getting through to us. Th nake our |ong-held
suspicions nearly certain. Delta has sone mate connection with the

Pl eb Psychosis. So, it seens, does' Endicott brat, but no matter. Jim
Endicott's true value to us sinple: he may be the first weapon we've
ever had that can strfl,.4

at Delta in the heart f his p wer” Wnr | se' we can't all rsaiipass
that up."

"Agreed," said Aker Bilk. "Yes," said Rose Lovely. "kay,"

Cracker. "Yes, yes, yes," said all the rest.



Now Jonat han smiled. "I will lead an attack on Delta nyself, tined
to synchronize with the triggering of Endicott's booby trap. |If
everything goes as we hope, Delta's inpregnable fortress should be
com ng apart at the seans just about the tinme we hit it with everything
we've got."

Rose Lovely breathed softly. "And if you're wong?."

"Then | die,"” Jonathan said sinmply. "And so does Jinbo Endicott. The
m croscopi ¢ ol ecul ar machines inside himw |l have pretty much used
himup by then to make our killer viruses, anyway--and so what? Eterna
life isn't in anybody's contract. Not yet, at least."

And so in a nyriad of electronic scratches and scrawls they agreed to
the project and broke apart. Jonathan found hinself sitting in a chair
in an enpty room blinking at the fading nmenories of his conspirators
made as real as he was ever likely to see them these ghosts in their
machi nes.

Now t he ghosts would strike for flesh and blood. He raised his slender
right hand and stared at it, shuddering at the desire in his own sere
and damaged soul

Lusting for the kill.

hey stood on an open observation deck squinting at the sun that burned
off the water into their eyes, with the salt wi nd whipping at their
hair. Jim his nmouth hangi ng open, stared at the terrific apparition
before him

The North Anerican Skysnake rose up fromthe Pacific Ccean forty mles

west of San Francisco Tell aPort It and its four sisters were the

| argest constructions ever built by man. The idea was a sinple one:

pl ace a satellite in stationary orbit above the earth and drop an

el evator cable fromit to the ground. Sinple in concept, but huge and

difficult in execution. This one, the first, had taken twenty years to
build. But the Skysnakes were Terra's lifeline to space. Up and down

their sinuous lengths traveled all of earth's



cargo, in huge, gondol a-1ike el evator barges the size of fields that
clinmbed and fell around cables 150 niles |ong.

Jimstared up in awe at the gigantic colum that rose him "I cane
down that?" he whispered to Jonat han

"OfF course. Everything does. Mst efficient cargo nover built,"
Jonat han said. He seened distracted

Ji m nodded. "How nmuch | onger?" he asked.

"We're on the next barge,"” Jonathan said.

"And then... ?"

"When we get to the distribution satellite at the top, we'll scooter
ship fromDelta's headquarters; his place, the

Command Satellite, Comsat One, is farther out. A

mle orbit."

"That's where |'m going."

Jonat han shrugged. "I presune. Al | want is to make the
What Delta does with you after that is up to him"

"What do you think he'll do?"

tryng

"I can't imagine. Up to now, it seenms he's been to:

you. He shrugged agai n.

Ji m nodded. He gl anced around the wide platform Here there, trying
to | ook unobtrusive, several guards of both sexes vided an
ever-shifting protective screen for them

"You're going up with me?" he asked.

Jonat han nodded. "Sone things,"'
you have to do them yourself."!

he said, "if you want the done right,

Jimshifted the weight of his backpack. It rem nded him
carried it all the way fromWlf bane. In it were the things hr4
packed back when his |ife had been sonething entirely different.

He felt a stab of loneliness, and a nore sickening pang of hop el
ness.

"I"ve still got ny gun."
"Hm®?" "Jonathan's eyes turned on him glittering.

"My S&R .75. My dad gave it to me, back..." He trailed remenbering
the part of that nenmory. "WII| the detectors indicate it?"



resources. Don't worry, we'll get you and your antiqUi

Pl ebs have hand cannon to the transfer in one piece." He paused. Delta
people will pick it up, though."

Jim knew that, but the idea of the gun was conforting. M sonebody
woul d make a m stake. Maybe, sonehow, he would get to Delta and still
have the .75 with him And if so?



He didn't know. Could he kill a man in cold blood? Perhaps. If it
vcas the man who'd killed his father. The wind bit at himthrough his
thin, ragged jacket, and he shivered suddenly. "How much |onger?" he
asked. "Soon, Jimykins. Soon enough."

"y our name is Tabitha Endicott," Delta said.

She blinked, her mind still numb from days of questioning, fromterror
fromthe tiny cell in which she'd been confined. Now she stood in a
tall, shadowy room and tried to think, tried to pull herself

t oget her.

Cone on, Tabby... She nodded. "Wo are you?"

"Mm .. call me Delta." The voice was booning, full of reassuring
cheer. She watched as the shadowy figure behind the desk stood and,
nmovi ng carefully, came around, away fromthe concealing glare, into the
light. She stared into his face, not knowing it was her death sentence
to see it plain.

Big man, with a big, bullet-shaped head. The skin of his face seened
curiously stretched; his lips were thick and wi de, above a shovel -Ilike
chin. He was bald as an egg. H s eyes were |like hal fburied black
mar bl es, their fearsone attention ffxed on her. He wore a beautifully
tailored blue suit that did not quite disguise his heavy belly, but did
accentuate his large, mnuscled shoulders. H's hands were broad and
thick-fingered. He looked like a westler, and noved like an
overwei ght ballet dancer. He flapped his right hand at her

"Sit down over there, on that sofa, Tabitha,"
need to tal k about your son."

he urged softly. "W

She had not expected so sinple a sentence to cause her the agony it
did, but the thought of Jinmmy was like a blow She had no idea what
had happened. Carl had been a secretive man, and had carried his
secrets into death, |eaving her behind. She knew Carl was dead. She
didn't know how she knew her |ast nmenories were



of throwing herself at a huge, arnored figure, and then blinding pain.
She' d awakened in her tiny cell, feeling in only the holl ow sense of
| oss where her love for Carl once been

But... Jimy! She felt the two guards turn her,

she were an invalid, and guide her to the sofa. She sat, her racing
She | ooked up at the big man treading toward her, his |oon face
wreathed in an inpossibly oily smle

"Jimy... ? Wat about my boy? Is he all right?"

Delta seated hinself with great care in a large chair across her. He
folded his thick fingers across his broad belly and "I'"mafraid there

are sone.." problens."

Pani ¢ stabbed t hrough her foggy thoughts. "Wat do to nme, dam it!
Tell me the truth! Is Jimy okay?"

She half rose fromthe sofa, but, from behind, heavy pressed her back
down. She squirmed agai nst the monent, then subsided, breathing
har d.

"Now, cal mdown, Tabitha. The boy is all right, at |least he the last I

heard. And guess what? He's conming here. Qite fact." Delta nodded
to hinmself. "Yes, I'd say the two of you together quite shortly.
There. |s that good enough for you?"

Wldly, she searched his features. He was snmiling,

about hi m signal ed sol ace and encouragenent, and yet coul dn't shake the
feeling that she was in inmedi ate danger," there was sonething deeply
evil about the man sitting before

She knew she shouldn't let any of this show  Sonehow,

to think her way out of this, as best she could. "Can you.. ne what

happened? Wy |I'mhere? D d you have sonething to..i with why those

peopl e attacked ny fam|y?" She stopped, gled with the question, then
went on: "Is Carl... ny husband dead?"

He |istened attentively, nodding as she spoke, then fingers beneath his
chin. The way he did it, she got the idea it a habitual gesture, one
he didn't notice even as he did it.

H s expression turned serious, even grave. "Your husband dead,
Tabitha. | amso sorry."

Even though she knew it, to have the news delivered so was a naked
thrust to her heart, and she gasped. She managed choke back any sound,
but tears began to roll silently down cheeks.

"It was a nistake," he went on, as he watched her. Something him
stirred. "Your husband had.." reflexes that, in the end,



served himbadly. He resisted the team| sent to pick you up resisted
violently, I"mafraid, with predictable results. | didn't intend for
himto die, Tabitha. | didn't intend for anybody to die. You nust
believe that."

But she didn't. He sounded plausible, but even in her shattered state,
she heard the fraudul ent undercurrents beneath his words. And
follow ng that idea, she suddenly understood how deadly a situation she
was in.

Keep himtal king, she told herself. Anything, any one little thing,
m ght be valuable. He hasn't killed ne yet. There nmust be a reason

Yet she felt so helpless, and if she blamed Carl Endicott for anything,
it was that. He had not told her the things she'd needed to know. He
was a secretive man, but some secrets he should have shared. He
hadn't, and | ook at her now. She had no idea why this nightmare had
happened, no idea how-or if--there was any way out for her. O for

Ji my, she thought suddenly, renenbering he was supposedly on his way
here--and when Delta had told her that, she had felt the ring of truth
in his words.

"I don't understand..." she whispered finally. "Wy did you send
people to get us? Wy like that? You could have sent.." oh, | don't
know, a letter. O regular policenen. You' re a powerful man, aren't
you? Sonebody hi gh up? How could we have resisted?"

He said dryly, "Tabitha, you may or may not know it, but your husband
was a dangerous nman. A trained killer. |If you recall, he resisted
quite effectively."

She knew that even this, so brutal and straightforward, was a lie. My
or may not know?. She thought this man knew everythi ng she had ever
known, knew it as intimately at the tips of those blunt ingers he
seened so intent on exam ni ng now.

"Be that as it may," Delta continued, "it doesn't solve the current
problem | can't tell you why ny... agency needed to speak with you,
but | can say that you, Tabitha, are not involved. 1've verified that

to ny satisfaction. On the other hand, all the indications | have now
say that your son, Jimy, is of crucial inportance to ne. So why don't
we tal k about hin®"

"Jimy is just a boy, Mster--Delta. Sixteen years old. How can he be
i nportant to you, to anybody?." And she wanted to screamat the top of
her lungs--Are you crazy?--but she didn't. She had a feeling they both
understood the answer all too well.

Delta noved his big shoul ders quickly, a surprisingly delicate
shruggi ng noti on.

Behi nd his outward concern, he had been watching her.



Beauti ful woman, really, with her fluffy blond hair streaks of silver,
her clear skin, her frank, unassuning

ored gaze. And there was a strength to her as well; small franmed, but
tough. A fighter. He could see it in her, in tensed, in the way she
seened al nost coiled. Perhaps even gerous strength?

It excited him and he was puzzled at that. Very little himthese
days. Then he understood; though they were there was a saneness
bet ween her and anot her wonan,

A woman he had | oved, a woman he still, in sonme tw stedi | oved even
NOW.

Carl Endicott had possessed both these wonen. Had stolen!--the first,
and found the second. This was Carl's and in many ways she remn nded
himof Carl's first doubt Carl had seen the simlarity, too. Had he
been enough for that?

Possibly. But Carl was dead now, and his woman sat him hel pless. And
once again he felt that curious,

attraction--an urge. Could Tabitha Endicott see or |ong skein of the
past, which had led her unwittingly but or ably to this nonent?

The tenptation to unburden hinself was suddenly ing. After all, what
harn? She woul d never |eave this

She belonged to himutterly, whether she knew it or not.

nobody knew the whol e story but hinmself, and the dead. The could no
| onger speak.." but he coul d.

Finally, he wanted to talk to her, just as one person to

Modern interrogation was thorough, but it was still, in a blunt
instrument. Chemicals and dreans dulled the

Opening the secret doors revealed the truth, but only if you what to
ask for. He had asked everything he could think of,

cone up enpty. Yet there might still be hidden pockets of

And perhaps, in something so basic as sinple conversation could find
one or two... I'ma fool, he told hinself, but he went on anyway. There
time yet, even tine for foolishness. He |eaned forward.

"Si xteen... he mused softly. "Let me tell you what

Tabi t ha, nore than sixteen years ago."



led the small group of special tactics forces out into the open space
of the broad reaches of the distribution satellite that anchored the
orbiting end of the Skysnake. It had been an uneventful trip over from
Consat One, but in the back of her mind she remenbered Delta's

predi ction of the upheavals to cone.

She wasn't privy to his plans, but she believed in taking as few
chances as possible. Plebs were not generally enployed in the
satellites--the satellites were too inportant as Terra's lifelines to
all ow any possibility of disruption--but there had been instances of
Pl eb Psychosis even here. Her team though in civvies and

i nnocuous-seem ng, was armed heavily enough to handl e anyt hing she
coul d foresee.

She hadn't foreseen this.

It was plain to her trained mlitary senses the nmoment she stepped into
t he vast concourse, with its bustling crowds transferring fromone ship
to another, chattering and buzzing, a thunder of noise in the enclosed
space.

There was a good-sized battalion of arned people here--she'd wal ked
into a trap!

She couldn't tell anybody precisely how she knewit. She spotted Jim
Endi cott right away, standing near the center of the swirling crowds
next to an ol der man who | ooked |ike a psychotic accountant. And that
man was famliar, too, wasn't he?

She pushed that thought aside, concentrating on the om nous signs she
understood better. There was a random al nbost Browni an notion to
nmovi ng crowds, like stray nol ecul es ceasel essly bunpi ng agai nst each
other. But she saw the others--many ot hers--who seened to nove, but
didn't. They drifted back and forth, but always in a circle of a few
feet, and held their positions against the flow of bodies. And all of
their eyes were watching her.

She' d brought six of her best people. But there were at least fifty of
t hese watchers scattered about, fifty that she could see, and God only
knew how many nore conceal ed away from her |ine of vision



She tapped the side of her throat and spoke subvocal |y m crophone
enbedded t here.

"Heads up, people. This isn't what we expected.”

Qui ckly, she told them what she saw, and gave a rapid orders. Her team
closed in around her, taking up their own trusive positions.

Steel e swept the area again and saw that her had been echoed by the
others. \What the hell was going on

Hel| of a place for a firefight... She took a deep breath and narched
up to JimEndicott |ethal-1ooking friend.

"You're Janes Endicott?" she said abruptly.

It startled him she could tell. He whirled, his mouth open. "Uh
Yes, I"'mhim"

He was so puppy-dog junpy that she al nost |aughed in his but then she
renenbered that this puppy had already st rated teeth. And the one
next to himwas no laughing all. Steele, who'd dealt with her share of
bad peopl e, knew aster when she saw one.

She nodded at this one. "lI'm Steele," she said. "You the trade?"

Jonat han eyed her with his vague, watery gaze. "I know who are,"” he
murmmured. Steele felt the flesh on her arnms begin to

"What is this?" she said suddenly. "You' ve got too many here..."
Jonat han inclined his head slightly. "Wuld your own travel with any
| ess?" He | ooked around, taking his count escort. "Were's the girl?"

he asked abruptly. "She's here,"’
then. ™

Steele replied. "Bring her out,

"Not so fast. You have too many people.”
Jonathan stared at her. "It's a trade, Steele. That's all it is.

can have the kid." He jabbed Jimin the shoul der, pushed himward. "Go
on, take him He's yours."

St eel e nodded, started to turn
"Wait. The girl." Jonathan paused. "This is why so many,

You can have the boy, but | want the girl. And you won't get steps
unl ess | have her. Do you see it?"

Steel e stopped, waited, then noved her head in assent.
Hol d your britches, then." Her lips noved. Everybody waited.

Two nore special forces people appeared at the far edge concourse,
supporting a dazed-|ooking Cat between them



"It's a harm ess sedative," Steele said quickly. "To keep her from
getting in any trouble. Wars off in an hour or so."

Jonat han nodded. "Okay, then. Of you go."

Several people who otherw se | ooked |ike sinple travel ers gathered
around Cat. Her two escorts peeled away and noved toward steele, who
| ed Ji m back the way she had cone. She watched the boy as he passed
the girl at sone distance. H's hand noved as if to wave, then dropped
aimessly to his side.

She recogni zed the expression on his face. Poor bastard, he's in she
t hought, pitying him Then she remenbered all her dead, and the nonent
passed.

"Let's go, you," she said.

Ji m had been noving as if dazed, but the sound of her voice stopped
him He turned and stared at her

"I know you," he said.

"I know you, too," she replied.

No two wol ves, legs stiff, backs rigid, and fur bristling, had ever
done it better.



CHAPTER 12

"M
ore than sixteen years ago, Tabitha.." Delta nmused. "Two very gifted
scientists, a man and a woman, made an amazi ng di scovery. It took them

years, but, in the end, they were successful beyond their w | dest
dreans. They learned how to join human mnds into a |inked computer
array. Picture it!"

Tabitha squirmed on the sofa. Delta's face had grown hot, swollen
enotions that frightened her boil ed beneath his stretched, reddened
skin. H's eyes were fiery black dots. She stared at him

H s words began to tunble over thenselves. A thin line of saliva
| eaked fromthe corner of his nouth.

"1 ?he human mnd is the nost conplicated conmputer we know of, Tabit ha.
And those two scientists had figured out how to |ink thousands--no,
mllions!---of theminto one huge thinking machine. It was the single
greatest discovery humanki nd had ever achieved."

Suddenly he subsided. He lifted his big hands, then dropped theminto
his lap. "But one of the scientists--the woman--could only see the
drawbacks. You see, there were problenms. The other-the man--saw the
potential, saw what the di scovery of the mnd arrays could nean for
humanity's future, but she couldn't see it."

He sighed heavily. "It seens,"” he went on, "that when the |inkages
were made and the array created, the individual mnds, though properly
functioni ng, underwent a kind of psychosis. Unconsciously, those m nds
contributed their individual powers to



the but of themcouldn't take array,

some part the became violently disoriented. A Iinkage-induced see?"
She shook her head. What she saw was a kind of

Li nked minds? Mnd arrays? What did such things have her?

He saw the puzzlenment in her features and smiled fain two scientists
argued. The man said that it didn't matter, psychosis was a small
price to pay for the great gift of thenmselves." He stopped, glanced at
her. "You have to un’

the situation, Tabitha.

"Hurmanity had been in space for generations--and we v ing. Al around
us were the others, the aliens, races of nore established than we were.

Qur science was puny co

to theirs. Their machines were greater than ours. W were cl ass
citizens in the gal axy--no, make that third-el 4

grinned. 'l'rash is what we were. kin

Dependent on their could see--the man could see--where that road was
| ead4

But no nore! The mind arrays finally gave humanity the hol it needed.
W could use themto advance our science in able | eaps and bounds!"

She blinked. The concept--human m nds enslaved into awmful cybernetic
link--horrified her. "Did those poor--did those people who went crazy
know what was happeni ng to then?"

Hs |lips narrowed. "What does it matter? The fact is they worked,
Tabitha. |If there was sone pain, it was better thin having the m nd
arrays at all. Tabitha, we are tal ki ng about survival of the human

race! The ends justify the nmeans, Tal They al ways have, and they
al ways will."

She | ooked down at her hands, so she wouldn't have to lolk at him
She thought she had never heard a better definition of evil: that the
ends justified the nmeans. Behind those few w were every nonstrous

t hi ng that humanki nd had ever dongs itself. He sickened her. But she
couldn't let himsee it.

And she wanted to keep himtal king, had to keep himtalk 'rhese... mnd
arrays. Did you keep those people | ocked up?

He responded with a huge smile. "Oh, Tabitha. |It's rmuch better than
that. The links, the connectors, were childishly sinple. 1.

retired.." the original subjects. | didn't want just a few |links.
wanted millions! And it was so easy to find them Can you gue
wher e?"

She shook her head.



"Al'l over the earth were usel ess humans. Surplus of the techno age

The Pl ebs, doing thensel ves and humanity no good at Parasites. Many of
them addicts of the worst sort. / ire headers Content to--how do they
say it?--plug in, turn off."

He smiled bitterly. "So it was self-selecting. | arranged it so that
90 percent of the wire head sockets inplanted in those usel ess people
vc ere links to the arrays. They picked thensel ves, Tabitha! They
chose to drop out of the human race, and by their choice, they gave ne
the way to save it, instead. |Inmagine that..."

And he sm |l ed again, so obviously pleased with the el egance of his
solution that it was all she could do--inmagining the vast danage the

Pl eb Psychosis had weaked on those hel pless victins---to keep from
spitting in his obscene face. Everybody knew about the psychosis. Now
she knew what caused it--and understood that he could not |et her

live.

But her own plight paled before what this man had done. Had she
t hought of Stalin, Hitler, Vos Valt? Conpared to this nonster before
her, they were children, harm ess infants.

"Yes..." she munbled. "I suppose so." And bit down hard on her urge
to vomt. "So what happened to the woman?"

"\What happened? ©Ch, many things happened. Did | tell you that the two
scientists |oved each other? The man woul d have brought the wonan
around, given time. After all, he was right, and eventually she woul d
have seen it. But there was a third person, another

He stopped, and now that dull brick gl ow began to rise fromhis neck
agai n, as he thought about it. "Yes, another man. A soldier, a
killer, brought in to supervise security for the project. He worked
closely with the two scientists, perhaps too closely. As it happened,
t he woman began to confide her silly fears to him And--this froma
man who shoul d have understood, who should have put the safety of
humani ty above such petty things--this soldier, this cheap killer
agreed with her."

Good for him Tabitha thought. Woever he was.

He chuckl ed. She'd never heard such a mirthless sound. Delta nade
that odd shruggi ng notion again. "Wll, you can guess what happened.
She turned to this soldier, and the two of them conspired against the
other scientist. The soldier tw sted her against the man she truly

| oved, and eventually, he stole her away entirely."

"That's... terrible," Tabitha said. And it was a terrible story,



t hough not in the way Delta evidently thought she nmeant it. \020He
closed his eyes. He hadn't been wong. Carl Endicott stayed true to
form This was a wonan |like his |ong-dead

Maybe t here was room for sone kinship, sone feeling, even

Maybe he woul dn't have to kill her... "Yes," he continued, that hot

eager ness sei zi ng hi m agai n.

ran away with him She betrayed everything she knew -her true her
science, the human race itself. She let himfill her with a and she
tried to destroy the project, itself. She let |oose a virus should
have destroyed everything in the project she'd underesti mated the man
she di shonored with her squalid lust. i

He--1---caught it in time, though undoing what she'd done so rmuch of ny
concentration, of ny energies, that she was abl e make good her escape,
she and her killer man and their child." expression of disgust

filtered across his heavy, swollen "She even tried to pretend the brat
was mne..."

He | ooked up at her then, his eyes bright as those of a bird. "Your
adopt ed son, Tabitha, and your husband. That killer, Carl Endicott,

and little Jimy Endicott. | found thembut Carl and the boy
escaped. "
He stopped, suddenly enpty. "Now do you understand? .... Her heart

| eaped. She'd never been prouder of Carl Endicott,

| oved himnore, in her whole life. "Yes," she said softly. "I
under stand. "

Per haps Delta heard sonething in her tone, because his expression
tightened. He stared at her a nonment, alnost as if pointed in
somet hi ng, though she couldn't imagine what. waited a beat, then shook
hi s head.

"Well, now you know what ny interest is. 1've searched for the m the
boy and the man, even while | used the mind arrays to rise ny
present.." position. | knewthat if | waited |ong enough, man woul d
make a mstake. As it turned out, I was wong. It the boy that gave
them away. It was Jinmmy."

"that application to the Space Acadeny " Tabitha said, deny
understanding it all. And w shing once again that Carl confided in
her, though now knowi ng why he hadn't. His intentions had been good
but the road to hell was paved with good intentions. Poor, desperate
Carl!

Yes, that application. O course all governnent data systens are open
tonme. Jimy's and Carl's genotypes stood out like a pig's in a bow
of soup. And when | examined them | realized that the dead woman |

| oved had not been content to try to destroy ne. She'd left something
el se behi nd--and do you know where she hid it?"



Sl ow y, Tabitha shook her head.

Delta cl apped his hands, a sharp, popping sound of triunmph. "In Jimy
Endicott's DNA. She had the know edge, she had the tools. She had the
boy, and she hid her filthy secrets in him and now, Tabitha, | wll
know what they arel"

He stopped for a breath, an expression on his features of surprise,

al nost astoni shnent, at his own passion. "l have used that discovery
to nurture, to protect humanity in a hostile universe for al npst
sixteen years. These fools and their wish to align with the aliens who
will destroy them this federation they want to create.. " He shook
his head sadly. "Well, they are fools, but | amnot. And | will not

| et the hand of that dead worman jeopardize all my work, jeopardize even
humanity itself..." Suddenly he realized to whom he was speaki ng, and
his voice softened. "Even if it neans Jinmy's"

"Yes," she said dully. "I know. The ends justify the neans..." He
smled. "Exactly."

teele slipped a pair of plastic cuffs on Jimas she backed hi m away
fromJonathan. "I1'll take that," she told him and lifted his backpack
fromhis shoulders. "HmP Don't like that? Something you want

i nside? Ah."

She fished out the S&R .75 and grinned at him "Pretty big gun for
such a little guy.,"

Jimstared at her face, now clear, but dimMy renenbered fromthe fire
and flash of that awful night on the nmountainside. The circle had cone
fully around: this was what his father had died to prevent.

He felt a flash of regret, and quickly rejected it. He was here by his
own choice. Well, maybe. He sort of suspected Jonathan m ght have
made the decision for him had he decided other than he had. But no
matter. Cat was safe. That was what mattered.

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked.



"To see a man about a dog," Steele told him and nasty grin. "And
after that, maybe you're going to see ne."

Al this tine their little group had been working its the hunm ng
concourse. Jimdidn't have Steele's even he sensed that they were the
focus of many wat chf ul

"What's happeni ng?." he asked, as they reached the turned and began to
march briskly down a long, gray soon as they were within its protective
confines, Steele relax a bit.

She glanced at him "Despite nmy initial msgivings," him "it |ooks
i ke what's happening is that we're gonna butts out of here. And that
suits nme just fine."

Ji m nodded as their pace quickened. He straightened 'and squared his
shoul ders. \What ever was coming, he face it head-on

He was sure his father would have done the sane thing.

Jonat han watched the little group vanish into the cromds at the edge of
t he concourse, a vague smile lips. Wen they were gone, he touched his
throat nmi ke and busy.

"Status on the barge, please,” he nurnured.

A burst of voices, quickly overridden by his command quency. "All
stations secured. Ready on your mark."

Jonat han gl anced at his thunbnail watch and counted onds. He took a
deep breath, wondering if this would be his mssion. He didn't really
care, as long as it was a one. The analysis had not been one hundred
percent no analysis could be. But within absolute Iimts, pointed to
Delta. And Delta, even if he wasn't the prime behind the Pleb
Psychosi s, had done enough harmto his over the years that, if ever a
man needed killing, Delta was nman.



Al inall, even if he didn't survive, it wuld be a nost satisfactory
way to exit, stage left.

"Ckay, people, let's doit. Onnmy mark.." mark!"

The distribution satellite shuddered. Then the lights went out. In
the dark, the crowds began to scream a primal, shrieking sound that
rai sed the hairs on Jonathan's neck

He flipped on a pair of glasses that spread a map of the satellite
across his vision, and began to make his way through the crowds.

The Skysnake rai sed and | owered vast cargo barges. At the top, here,
the football-field-sized contai ners detached, becanme huge, |unbering
cargo ships, and made their way to waiting star cruisers.

In a few seconds they woul d own one such barge. It would make a dandy
l anding craft for the small army he'd brought with him

H s thoughts turned i ncandescent as he thought of Delta. The killing
rage took himthen, which was as it should be: all the others of the
Pl eb | eadership had specific talents. He did, too.

He was their killer.

Leele felt the jolt as Jonathan's attack shut down nmuch of the power on
the distribution satellite. She began to run

"Cone on, out of here!"

They dived through an entry hatch at the end of the tunnel, then into a
I ong, flexible boarding tube. The lights were out here, too, but a

fai nt, phosphorescent glow fromthe emergency glow strips lighted their
way.

They dived pell-nmell through the open space |ock at the end of the
tube, Steele sputtering orders as she nmoved. Jimfelt hinmself lifted,
tossed like a sack of flour, and then he slanmed into a steel wall. He
was suddenly weightless: the abrupt transition brought a belch of bile
into his throat.

Alarms rang. He lay stunned a nonment, watching the space | ock cycle
shut. Then sonebody grabbed him dragged himup a | adder



and thrust himinto a mall chanber. He | ooked around: cranped toil et
facilities. But there was a lock on the heard it snick shut.

A moment | ater, the ghostly hand of accel eration agai nst the deck. It
wasn't very strong, nor did it |last nmore few seconds, or he night have
been badly hurt. As it was, he to stand up, but his shackl ed hands
betrayed him and he banging his head. So it was with ringing in his
ears and whirling in his eyes that he started the last |eg of his |ong,
trip.

The circle imally conplete, the snake eating its tail.
Back to the beginning.

at shook her head, trying to jar the cobwebs out. She passed from
Steele's care into Jonathan's hands in. one transfer, and had barely
noti ced Ji m headi ng the other Sonething nust have sparked, though
because now she be red how his hand has risen in greeting, then fallen
Wavi ng. \Waving at her.

"Jonat han!" she screamed suddenly, caught in the grip of a of Plebs.
"What have you done!"

But Jonathan wasn't there, and if he was |istening somehow, didn't make
any reply.

Now, an hour later, she stood in the vast, echoing enptiness cargo
barge and watched an arny of Plebs nake ready to go

War .

Everybody seened to have forgotten her. Her two rescuers brought her
here and left her sitting on a low pile of soft tarps, andl here she
had stayed whil e her senses gradually began to clear, to:ii sharpen
agai n.

For the past several minutes she'd felt al nost normal, though there was
an undercurrent of fear in her mind: what had Delta'i. done to her?
Had the interrogators damaged her permanently'?



And Jonat han. What the hell was he doing? God only knew what kind of
sensors Delta had hidden inside her. It wasn't inconceivable that
everything she saw with her own eyes, heard with her own ears, was
somehow being directly relayed to Delta hinself.

"Jonat han!" she shouted, and this tinme she saw himturn, in the center
of his small group, and gl ance over at her.

Grunting, she pushed herself up. Her legs weren't quite right yet, it
felt as if she was wal ki ng through sludgy water, but she kept on. He
wat ched her as she cane, that infuriating smle on his oatneal face,
and nmade no nove to help. He just waited.

So like him she thought suddenly, and realized that she'd never really
liked himat all. She wondered why this would come to her now, as she
stunbl ed toward him and then she knew conparison

JimEndicott wasn't like that. Jimwouldn't watch her with that
clinical scorn, as if she were little nore than sone interesting bug.

Ji mwoul d have cone to her, hel ped her, done anything he could. And he
woul d have never | ooked at her with that expression on his face.

"Jonat han. .. she said, as she finally reached the group, and it
parted, letting her in.

"What, Cat? |I'mbusy.."” got alittle assault here to run."

"I's that what this is? An assault? Jonathan, have you | ost your
m nd?"

He stared at her, waiting.
She licked her lips, trying to pull herself together. "Jonathan

' m probably bugged six ways to hell. Delta wouldn't let a chance |ike
that go to waste."

He grinned. "Is that it? Listen, little sister, don't worry about

it.

O course he bugged you. Didn't you notice those two dudes with the
hand scanners? You lighted themup like Christmas at the Confederation
Center."

She still didn't get it. "Then he knows? Delta knows what you're
doi ng?"

He gl anced at the others, then back. "Maybe..."
"What do you nean, nmaybe?"

"Listen, Cat, why don't go back over there, sit down, rest up a bit.
Things'Il start to get hot soon enough.”

"Jonat han... what's going on here? What did you do?"
He gave her one final hard glare and turned away. But she wasn't

havi ng that. She grabbed his shoul der, jerked himaround. "Jonathan
talk to me, dam it!"






He whirled, sone of the mlKkiness gone fromhis eyes.

hell, Cat? You think two can't play at Delta's game? W trade,
understand? You for your boyfriend. You for Jim

And then she got it. Sonething hard and cold fell into the bottom of
her belly. "What did you do to hinP Wat did you Ji nP"

He rai sed his hands, flapped themas if to shoo her off.

down, Cat. Nothing you can do about it anyway..."

"What did you do, you frigid bastard?"

He sighed. "I did what | had to. A couple of micro virus tunblers, a

little of this, alittle of that. Put it this way. Delta's get one
hel| of a surprise when he unwaps our little package."

She froze. "Mcroviruses? But... there's only one way to, sonething
like that past Delta's scanners .... "Wat's your problem Cat? You'l
find another guy to gle with. Hell, there's a mllion of us out there.
Now go on

hell away fromnme, |eave me alone. |'ve got work to do!"

She slugged himin the nouth with every ounce of could put behind it,
but all that bought her was a quick trip to her tarps.

"Look, Cat, | understand where you're comng from okay?."

the tall blond man, one of Jonathan's bodyguards, who'd her away from

Jonat han. "But don't pull a stunt like that

| really will put you down the next tine. | mean it, all right?"
Sul l enly, she nodded, as she pulled her knees up chest. "Bastard..."
she munbl ed.

"What's that?"
"Not hing. Go away. Leave nme alone."

He eyed her, then stepped back, but not too far. Jonathan over and
spoke quietly to him They both | ooked at her

Qovi ously, she was now a prisoner. Jonathan didn't trust

And he was right, she thought. She would betray himin an if she could
save Jim She put her head down on top of her and cl osed her eyes.

Poor Jim Delta would... She shivered. The ghost of an idea began to
form and she raised her head slightly. Her guard was back, | ooking
sheepi sh.

"Jonathan," he said. "He told ne to stick with you. He's worried you
mght try something.." stupid.”
Bl i nki ng back tears, she forced herself to smle up at him "Well, sit

down, then. It's Joey, right? So, Joey, | guess if you gotta keep ne
prisoner, you mght as well get confortable."






They were still sitting there, half an hour later, Joey gl ancing at
her unconfortably every once in a while, when the lights of the vast
barge flickered and she felt the whispery |ash of accel eration.

What ever was going to happen, it had begun.
One hundred fifty nmiles farther out, Delta smled, his eyes coals in

the furnace of his face. "JimEndicott!"™ he boonmed. "You have no
i dea how pleased | amto finally meet you."



CHAPTER 13

Jimstared up at Delta, at that horror of a face, stretched tight and
gleami ng with good cheer. To Jim Delta | ooked insanely happy, but the
insanity definitely had the upper hand. And, yes, he renenbered him
Not the face that |oomed over himwhere he lay, strapped to an

exam nation table while machi nes chattered and humed as they conbed
every inch of his body for hidden surprises, but a younger, rougher
nore human version. Somehow, sonewhere, this man had sung lullabies to
hi m

The nmenory was not now a conforting one. Yet, oddly, with the nenory
cane another, alnost as an overlay on that grinning hobgoblin: once,
beneath the bl oated fl esh he saw had been another man. A man of high
and serious purpose, whose purpose had been reflected even in his bones
and skin. He could see it now, though of course he'd been too young
then. But still he knewit: once there had been beauty in those
features, perhaps heroic beauty, and still the ghost renained. That
was the nost horrifying thing of all, the terrible ruin of what had
once been lofty and pure, the thing maybe only he could see.

Del ta paused, hovering, and | eaned that face down until Jimcould see
the Iines hidden underneath those ball oon-skin features, could snell
the sweet, chemi cal odor of his danp breath.

"Well... hmm It looks like they didn't put anything too nasty in you,
Jim A couple of amateurish nmonitor things." He wthdrew, sighing,
and added, "I suppose | shouldn't have worried. They are Plebs, after

al k"



"Let me up," Jimsaid. The exam nation hadn't been had he | ost

consci ousness during it, or at least if he had, noticed. He had,
however, remained transfixed by the Delta, the man gliding about |ike
some huge, demented humm ng to hinself, nmuttering occasionally, but

al ways back, always bending low to exanmine Jimas if he were 'sone
speci men of insect or aninmal, stretched upon the table for private
anusenment. And he did seem amused, Delta did. Hi s remained al nost
constant, high, w de, and radiant, and the scariest thing of all. The
triunph init.

But Jimcouldn't read it, couldn't figure out why Delta so happy with
everything. And then, abruptly, he couldn't himanynore, and turned
his face away, to the side. Tried think about Delta for a nonent,
since there wasn't could do about him anyway. Better to try to learn
what he see if there was anything that might offer some hope of

escape.

The roomwas lighted like an operating theater. The entire ing spilled
down a diffuse waterfall of white |light, shadows, naking the brushed
steel and al um num of co housi ngs, data screens, hol ographic
generators, and all of the equipment glowas if lighted fromthe

i nsi de.

It had the feel of a laboratory, a place where science of kind was
done. The only jarring note was the slick stainless on which he |ay,
shackled with | eather cuffs at ankle and with a pair of w der straps
across his chest and pelvis. already tried: there was no give in his
bi ndi ngs at all.

"Confortable, JinP" Delta murrmured. "Don't worry, alnost finished
here, just have to make sure, is all. Then sit down and have a nice
talk. You'd like that, wouldn't talk?"

Jimhad the feeling that even if he replied to this, Delta hear him
The man seenmed lost in sone inner world of his seeing things far away,
or long, |ong ago.

A large, black netal device slid on ceiling railings fromone and
halted directly above him It made a whirring sound, extruded a |ong
probe that had a glass tip on the end. He but the probe stopped about
an inch fromhis skin and,

sharp, ratcheting sound, began to trace the contours of his body.

"Last thing, Jim W're alnost done," Delta caroled. Jiminmagined he
could feel whatever bizarre rays or the probe thrust into him tickling
his cells, massaging nolecules. O was it his inmagination? There
really was



but still.." sonehow, on sonme deep |level, he knew that strange,
arcane processes had begun to take place inside him A nmpst as if the
probe had triggered something... He drew in a quick breath and tried
not to think about such things. No doubt his nmind, already keyed to a
fever pitch, had begun to play tricks on him His throat began to
itch. Nervously, he coughed.

And a cloud of tiny engines, so small that mllions could fit inside a

singl e human cell, burst out of his nouth and throat, riding on

m nuscul e aerosolized bubbl es of mpisture, floating away fromhis lips

in invisible clouds, spreading out, some searching for other male human
hosts, others for ways into the vast network of computers that

mai nt ai ned Consat One.

And sone equally small part of hinself vani shed, taken and renmade into
t hose nol ecul es, and now the process began to accelerate. He didn't
know it, but the tiny machines that The Fountain had encoded into his

DNA had begun to eat himalive .... Delta drifted back, still grinning
i ke a Hall oween punpkin, and Ji m| ooked up, |ooked into that broad,
sweating face, and said, "I know you."

He got lift-off,"” Jonathan announced to the small circle of lieutenants
surrounding him as they all felt the ghostly hand of sl ow
accel eration. Jonathan seenmed cal m al nbst amused, though his doughy

features were serious. "W should make Conmsat One in exactly..." He
checked his thunbnail watch. "Forty-three mnutes."
"Jesus," a tall man with a bright purple well on his left cheek, under

his eye, said. "lIs that enough tinme? W get it wong, they' |l blow
this washtub out of space so quick..."

Jonat han eyed him "Qur techs already got the go. The kid nmade it in,
and evidently Delta triggered the nanotech stuff inside him Some of
it's already out, into Conmsat's conputer systens. Delta's own systens
sent the nessage."



"Nanot ech?" the tall man said, doubtfully.. Jonathan eyed him

si deways. "Subcellular Computers a few nol ecules in diameter, cellular
machi nes lion the the size of a human hair. Don't worry about it,
Hai l er, work okay."

Hai | er nodded. "Just so they do. This ain't gonna be easy,
SO "

"Why, hell, Hailer." Jonathan sl apped himon the back. "I remenber
telling you it was gonna be easy."

The huge barge pl odded on, inexorable as an aval anche.

you know me, hmm?" Delta said, as he unstrapped fromthe table, then
reached out one beefy armand helped himsit up. "Wit a mnute, let
the circul ation cone back into hands and feet. Pins and needles,

ri ght?"

Ji m nodded, rubbing his hands together

"So where do you think you know me fron? Seen ny sonepl ace, is that
it?"

Ji m shook his head. "No. |... renenber you."

Delta's eyebrows rose and wi ggled slightly above his beak of nose.
"Renenber nme? How can that be?"

"I don't know," Jimsaid. "But | do. You're younger

Your face is thinner. But | renenber you. You used to sing to

Delta turned away quickly. He didn't want Jimto see his see the shock
he felt bloomng there. Because the nenory deny filled his mind
draggi ng himback willy-nilly to a time place and even a person far
different than the man he now was.

Yes, he had sung to the baby Jim.. and it was not a place to which he
was willing to return. But he couldn't help hinmself, and. back he

went, astonished at his own hel pl essness in the face of the boy's
si mpl e words.



You used to sing to ne... Delta closed his eyes and was there, living
it again, when his body was slimer and his nane was nore real than a
word that meant only a synmbol. When he'd thought the boy was his, and
not knowi ng the truth, he'd cradled the tiny, delicate formin his big
hands and felt the life, imagined he felt his own bl ood, throbbing in
the flesh he'd believed was his own.

My son... And Kate was there as well, sweet, burning Kate, and he saw
her as she had been, before she disfigured her own image in his nind
forever:

Thin, nuscular, aflame with intensity, her great intelligence lighting
her sharp features fromw thin |like an ocean of candl es, her
lion-colored hair unkenpt from where she ran her fingers distractedly
through it. Her expression concentrated, focused, watching him

wat chi ng the baby... "Wat's that?" she asked.

He | ooked up, across the roomin the Jimlight, picking her
wat chf ul ness fromthe shadows. "Scottish folk song. M grand mana
used to sing it to ne..."

"Sweet," she said. "A pretty song."

Jimy stirred in his hands, his rosebud lips twi sting, his eyes
squeezed fiercely shut in his pink face, wanting nore, nore song, nore
proof of love. Delta smled down on him joggled hima bit, and began
to sing again, knowi ng how much he | oved them both, his woman, his
boy-child, his perfect life... "Tcha!" He shook his head as he cane
back, sliding down the chute of the years, landing Finally in this hard
room si xteen years later, standing in the bright lights and the hard
glare of Jim s accusing gaze.

"hat was.." a long time ago, Jim" he said. "It doesn't nake any

di fference now. | knew you. | knew your nother. O course | did--and
you renenber me? The human mind is amazing, isn't it?"

And he chuckl ed, because it was better than weeping, or putting his big
hands around this boy's neck and squeezing until he'd utterly destroyed
the final evidence of that woman's treachery.

The betrayal of love. He stared at the boy, wondering what was going
on behind that green gaze, so angry and opaque. Did the boy hate hin®
O course he did. He nust. He'd killed the boy's father, and Ji m knew
it. He had won, in the end, and Jinmls presence in this room was
tangi bl e proof of that triunph. So why didn't he feel triunph? |nstead
of what he did feel: sadness, betrayal, disgust-and an endl ess

wi st ful ness for what m ght have been, for the | ost



years that could have put an entirely different expression face of
this boy he'd once loved with all his heart..

But he'd sacrificed them hadn't he? Sacrificed the wonman, rificed the
boy on the altar of the greater good, on the altar. to his species, on
the altar of the ends that rmust, that had tify the nmeans. Had to

justify the sacrifice... The aliens had been pressing in, with their
terrible far advanced. He'd had no choice, really... Wo could bl ane
hin? He had no illusions. Still, he'd anything but this. This

terrible enptiness.

"You knew ny real nother?" Jimwhispered. Delta stared at him
"Yes," he said finally. "I did." Jimnodded. "Can you tell nme about
her ?"

Jimhad no idea why he'd suddenly asked that fromthe expression on
Delta's face, it wasn't anything expected to answer. Well, that was
fine: it wasn't any Jimhad expected to ask. And then, as he stared
into noon faced features, he realized that it was exactly the he'd
expected to ask, had been hoping and praying to ask since Tabitha had
let slip the truths that had turned his upside down.

I'"mnot your nother, and perhaps your father isn't your and maybe.."
you aren't even you

Chi I di sh nonsense, Jimthought. | amnme, who el se could

But the certainty wasn't reassuring, not as he stared at Delta and
realized that yes, this man could, if he chose to, answer those
guestions. For w thout a doubt, Delta, whoever else he mght be, had
been a man who' d known them both, his real nother, and Carl Endicott,
who might or might not be his father, Jimhad known Carl, too---but
only for sixteen years. Al his life he'd believed that was enough
that he knew all he needed to know- :: only to learn, in the fina
noments of Carl Endicott's life; that he



knew al nost nothing. Nothing, at |east, of the nobst inportant part of
Carl's life: the tinme before, the tine that answered all the unanswered
qguestions Carl had | eft behind.

He sat on the edge of the table, hunched slightly forward, his el bows
resting flat on his thighs, hands dangling awkwardly between his knees,
wai ting.

Delta started to speak, stopped hinself, pursed his |ips.
Unconsci ously, he raised his hands in a warding notion, then let them
fall. He exhal ed.

"Do you know?. | just had a surprising experience. | was going to
tell you about your nother, about what a treacherous, evil woman she
was, about how she risked the future of humanity for her own selfish
sentinmentality, and--"

He shook his head. "Well, perhaps it's true. But | can't |ook at you,
| ook you in the eyes, and say that. Your nother was a wonderful wonan,
Jim A beautiful woman--there is a lot of her in your face, your eyes
are green, but they have a bit of her blue-and a strong, intelligent
worman. | see sone of that in you, don't 1? You nust be strong, to
have cone this far after all that's happened?" He stopped, and his
gaze wandered off, as if he was surprised to find hinmself standing

her e.

"What did Carl--what did your father tell you, JinP"
"He told ne that sonebody wanted to kill him-kill us, all of us.
Me, too. | guess that's you, right?"

Del ta shrugged unconfortably. Wat Jimsaid was true, but put so
baldly, it sounded wong. It made himsee it fromthe boy's point of
view, just a kid, and sonebody trying to nmurder him Sonebody who'd
al ready murdered his father

"Jim don't--1 nean, now that |'ve nmet you, perhaps..."

But Ji m shook his head. "Then let ne go. |If you're not going to kil
me, what do you want ne for? Wat kind of crazy thing are you
doi ng?. "

The word | ashed at Delta's sensibilities, and he flushed. "I'm
not--don't say that. Crazy. |'mnot crazy, boy. You--you just don't
under stand. "

Jimstared at him "Then tell me. | don't understand anything, you're
right. So why don't you explain it to nme?"

Now Del ta paused, his thoughts slipping through his nental fingers like
tiny, shining fish. Jim This kid he'd held in his tw hands and sung
lullabies to, The only living connection, aside from Steele, that

remai ned fromthe days when he'd made huge and terrible decisions. And
suddenly he realized it was nore



i mportant to himthan he'd ever inmagined that this boy he'd done, why
he'd done it. He'd felt a glimrer of that when he'd tal ked to Tabitha,
and it had unl ocked things spoken of for years. But with JimEndicott
the urge was.. stronger. Surely he didn't think he needed to just/fy
hi nmsel f

He coughed suddenly and, |ike an echo, Jimalso stared at each ot her
Jimshrugged. "Dry throat, | guess..." i

Delta said, "Come with nme," then turned and led Jimlab. After they
were gone, the lights remained on, bright, unyielding. And in the' air
of the room moved by tiny subnol ecul ar machines drifted, seeking entry
points into infinitely larger machines. Seeking, and inding. After a
warning lights began to blink, like the eyes of foxes peeping the
forest.

The conmmand bridge of the cargo barge was little nore small roomwith a
few screens and a couple of control Jonathan stood behind one of these,
wat chi ng over the the wonman who nurnured into a throat mi ke as she kept
things on a small display. Her pitted features, reflected in

hi gh-i mpact plastic, were concentrated and intense. 'I'here," said.
"We're past the inner screens.”

Jonat han exhal ed softly. For all his icy confidence, he really
believed it would work. Too nuch chance invol ved,

the boy, the Trojan horse, inside Delta's stronghold, then

Delta's electronic search instrunents would trigger the nanotech hidden
i nside Jimvand that Delta wouldn't spot the trap util it was too
| at e,

A lot of things had to go exactly right for this to work, and in

Jonat han's experience, operations like this one never went the way they
were supposed to. But they'd nmade it past the screen of ships, nmade it
past the inner electronic wardens and their ceasel ess sweepi ng guard.
Now t hey approached the heart of Delta's enpire,



Consat One. Jonathan stared fixedly at the nonitor. He'd seen
pictures, but this was different. This was real

Spread out in front of him vast, growing... Consat One, the
headquarters of the Combined Intelligence -gencies, was an el ongated
col l ection of spheres and cubes bound together by thick girders: there
was a haphazard feel to it, as if it had begun as sonethi ng nuch
smal | er and grown huge over the years. Scattered about the surface
were antenna farns, dishes and spikes tipped with brilliant white
strobe lights. Long stretches of arnored plastic wi ndows gl owed |ike
arcane hi erogl yphs, and here. and there mai ntenance cranes craw ed
across the surface |like insects, bending, testing, probing.

It was at least ten miles long. Jonathan knew it was the |argest hunman
construction in known space, larger even than the distribution center
atop the North Anmerican Skysnake.

It was supposed to be inpregnabl e, but he was past its defenses,
watching it spread itself naked before him open and vul nerable. A
fierce dark joy filled him tingled his fingertips, jazzed his
heartbeat. For a nonment a red fog drifted across his vision. "How
much | onger?" he whi spered.

The tech glanced up. 'velve point two nminutes,” she told him "I'urn
on the intercom speakers."

She nodded, flipped switches. "Ready," she said.

"Al'l boarding parties to main |anding gates," Jonathan said.
Thr oughout the huge barge, his voice echoed off high steel ceilings,
and down into the listening ears of nervous Pleb soldiers. They
shifted uneasily as their |eaders issued quiet orders into throat

m kes, and grasped their weapons in sweaty hands. Sone of them woul d
die before this day was over. But all were volunteers, and finally
their day had cone.

The tech | ooked up again. "I'here it went," she said.
"What ?"
She smled. 'he nanotech. It just took out the Comsat's operating

conputers. Look--down there. Al the |anding doors are sliding
open. "

Jonat han stared, his breath shallow with anticipation. "Yes, come on
Open wide for daddy..." he whispered.

He turned. "Let's go," he told the others. "Carpe the frigging
day."

The barge drifted down and down, cranmed with death. |[Inside Consat,
t he wounded conputers began, at last, to screamfor help.



Jimsat quietly, listening to the drone of Delta's voice.
soft words, but they were tearing himup inside. He

Delta told himabout his real nother, and about what Carl 'i done. He
didn't know this worman, the Kate that back to, |like a dog who couldn't
resist ripping at the sane over and over again.

Once, he interrupted: "You and ny nother made the
Arrays? You're responsible for that?"

Delta bridled, then went on. "Don't you see it, J humanity--had to
have them Wthout some advantage, we we are--helpless. The aliens
had all the advantages." He paused, renenbering. "Jim you should
have seen their great ships, their science so unimginably far ahead of
didn't take any kind of genius to understand what woul d happe It was no
different than if we found an island of savages, some where on Terra
today. Their society, their culture could not stand | agai nst ours.
They woul d fade away, would sinply wither in the face of our
technol ogi es. " i

He sighed. "And the same things were already happe Things were
changi ng too quickly, had been for years. Wy doyo think we did what
we did? We were | ooking for a key, a weapon, defense. Sonething to
save us fromthe irresistible tide of alieil! power. They weren't
evil, those aliens. They aren't today. But thejwould have destroyed
us as surely as we would destroy that island full of savages. Because
that's what we were to them Savages." '

He frxed his eyes on Jim "The mnd arrays saved us fromthat' i gave
us a breathing spell. W were able to hold our own, at least . for a
while. At least so far. Your nother had reservations, deep
reservations. But whit could | do? Let humanki nd vani sh, sinpl:
because of her squeam shness? You think the choice was easy'? It
wasn't. But it had to be nade, and | nmade it."

He paused, licked his lips, and fixed Jimwith a searching stare.

Tell me," he said quietly. "Before you judge me. What would you have
done? Wbuld you have done any better?"



And Jimcouldn't answer. His nmind was overwhel med. Too nuch history,
too much unwanted know edge. The tale of Carl and Kate--of the

di scovery of the mind arrays---of the terrible choices they all faced
back then--it was too nmuch. He didn't know what he woul d have done, or
i f he could have done anything better

He t hought of Cat, of the anguish on her face as she'd told himof her
parents' deaths. The human fallout of Delta's decision. But what
about the rest of it? What if Delta was right?

"It's... it was wong," he munbl ed, but his reply was weak. He knew
it, and so did Delta. The older nman showed his teeth and | eaned

f or war d.

"Wong?. | repeat, Jim \Wat would you have done, that was right? Can
you separate your personal feelings fromthe larger reality, fromthe
risks humanity itself faced then, and still faces today?. | wasn't
thinking just of nyself. | had to consider all of us."

Ji mshook his head. Delta sounded so calm so reasonable. H's words
fell like soft raindrops on Jim wearing away his certainty,

until all that was left was a junbl ed m shmash.

"Wong. . he sai d agai n.

They were in Delta's tall, bright room but Jimsat at the side of the
huge desk, out of the glare of the wi ndow behind, with a clear view.

H s nenesis was seated in a chair so large it was al nost a throne, and
on his head was a round, silvery helnet, fromwhich extended a spray of
glittering cables.

"It hurts, doesn't it, boy?." Delta asked softly.

Ji m nodded, reluctantly.

"I know. It hurt then. Can you believe that? They weren't easy
decisions. | did the best | could."”
The ends don't justify the means!"™ Jimburst out. How many tines had

Carl told himthat?
‘"rhey don't? Never? Sonetines? Always?" Delta asked gently.

Ji m shook his head again. He wanted to hate this man, but he couldn't.
He didn't know what he felt anynore.

He coughed, then coughed again, surprised at how weak he felt
suddenl y.

"Nasty cough, boy," Delta said. "Maybe we ought--" Delta stopped, a
surprised | ook crossing his broad features. Then he began to cough
too, a long, noist, racking explosion. A rope of saliva dangled from
his chin. He wiped it off, surprised.

"Now, what... ?"

"I feel funny," Jimsaid.

Delta sat up straight in his seat. Suddenly the roomwas full of






the sound of sirens. Delta reached up, adjusted the helnmet on his
head. His lips noved silently. He closed then opened them and stared
straight at Jim

"God damm it," he said finally.

Jimshivered. There was a kind of nadness in exam nation of him
Madness, and fear. Then a whirring and the seat on which Delta sat
rose up, as the desk fel

Delta glared down |ike sone vengeful, angry god.

"What ?"  Jimsaid.

"It's you," Delta said. | should have known..."

Jonat han stepped out into Consat One's central Ragged wi sps of snoke
hung |i ke hal f-burned curtains in hot air. Mst of the overhead lights

were out: flanmes crackled in a di stant corner

He cradled a military maser rifle in his arns. H s eyes hooded as he
scanned the shadows, nmoving forward. A bel

sharply and he turned.

"What's that?"

One of his techs said, "Alarmsystens still going off."
"I thought we took out the central conputers,” Jonathan

Sonet hi ng clutched at his ankle. He | ooked down, saw a marine clad in
olive drab, a spreading red splotch on his chest.

"Help nme..." the kid whispered.

"Right," Jonathan said. He let the bul bous snout of the drop, center
He pulled the trigger.

The tech recoiled in horror. Jonathan only smled. You saying?." he
said. ' '

"Uh... | don't know. " The tech's face had gone the col or of candle
wax. "Probably sonme | ow | evel automatic response.”

Jonat han kept on noving. Most of his people were in. The defenses
were col |l apsing before them Astonishing, how soft the core of this



arnored fruit was. |If he'd known before... He shook his head. "Let's
go..." he nmuttered, as much to hinself as anybody.

Up ahead, Ji mbeyond the snoke, a huge crash door began to slide
shut .

"What the hell... ?"

The tech shivered. "Uh-oh," he said. "Frouble."” Then his face
changed. His lips drew back in a feral snarl. He began to |augh.
Suddenly, wi thout warning, his fingers curled into clans. H's wld
eyes focused on Jonathan. Scream ng, he flung hinmself forward. Pleb
Psychosi s!

Jonat han swung the heavy barrel of the maser around and cl ubbed the
tech across the face. Bone crunched and bl ood spl ashed. The tech
dropped. Jonathan shot himtw ce before he hit the deck

He | ooked down at the snoking corpse. Elsewhere in the huge space of
t he | oadi ng dock, other shrieks began to rise, a ghoulish synphony.
Jonat han rai sed his head.



And eve ,rything had been going so well...
CHAPTER 14
Jim lurched hal fway out of his chair.-"Wat's going on?"

"Sit downl" Delta thundered. He glared at Jim his |ips working.

"You must have thought you were pretty clever... he said at last. "I

don't know what you're talking about," Jim said.

Delta smiled. The pupils of his eyes had shrunk to hard pinpoints.
"Trojan horse," Delta said. "Did you actually think it would work?"

Ji m shook his head. "Trojan..."
Delta cut himoff wth a savage shake of his head. Light glinted

viciously off his silvery helmet. The cables rustled with his
nmoverent. He raised his right hand.

"I'n your DNA code. | see it now," he went on. His voice had becone
di dactic, schoolteacherish: "You made a mi stake. You thought the
central conputer systemwas the only one. And now you'll die for

it."

"What ?" Jimstarted fromhis seat again, then sank back as Delta
pointed at him "I said sit down. |If you nove again, |I'Il burn you on
t he spot!"

It had all changed again, too quickly. Jims mnd felt numb, useless.
Ful | of chaotic noise. Nothing made sense. For a nonment there, he'd
felt a curious kind of kinship with the man who fl oated above him And
he hadn't done anything, not even said anything, had he? No... if he
could only think. He put his palms to the sides of his head and
squeezed, a gesture from his chil dhood.



Delta's voice floated down, quieter, colder, nore focused. "Yes now
the analysis conmes in. | should have waited. Are those friends out
there, Jin? That Pleb rabble infesting my outer

"I don't know," Jimsaid. "I don't know anything. What are talking
about ?"
"Very nice. | could alnost believe you, except for..." H s trailed

of f as anot her aval anche of conputerized information de red into his
skul I'.

"Except for what?." Jimwailed.

"It's inside you, like | said. Your DNA code. A very pretty job, the
way. Hmm.."

Jim stared up, confused and hel pl ess.

"You know, maybe you don't know, " Delta mused. "If did .

"Way won't you tell me?"

Delta opened his eyes. "l'he code, inside you. It builds

| didn't catch it at first, but now. " He sniffed, coughed ne, too.
Tiny machines, I'minfected. In the Conmsat ne, in you. But Jim it's
killing you. Still there, still You' re breathing themout, sweating
themout--my, you are ing, aren't you? Heart rate through the roof.
Maybe you don't after all." Delta's snmle was thin and bitter
"Sonmebody el se thinks ends justify the neans, Jim They infected you
with killer otech virus. |It's eating you alive. W'Il|l have to
hurry."

Pani cky adagi os thrilled along Jims nerves. H's breath to clog his
throat and go no farther. Suddenly he felt "Hurry?"

"Yes, yes, cone on. Guve it to ne."

"G ve you what ?"

'"he key code. | know you nust have it. Carl nust have to you. |If you
want to live nore than another hour, tell nme before it's too late. Cone

on, boy. Tell me!"

Jimcould only stare up at himhelplessly. He had not renotest idea
what Delta was raving about. And that

Delta was telling the truth, that he was about to die
"I don't know," he said dully. "I don't know. "

Delta scratched his cheek idly. His fingertips painted livid marks
there, as if the flesh had grown soft, tender, easily He didn't seemto
noti ce.

"Maybe you need sone notivation," he said. "So you what's at risk."



Hs smle was knowing. Jimthought: Cat! But, no, he'd seen her
headi ng the other way when they'd traded. Could Delta have gotten her
back somehow?. He stiffened. Anything was possible.

Delta nodded. "How s your norn, Jin? Seen her around lately?." Hs
sm | e changed. "Feeling notivated yet?"

Anot her time, not so |long ago, Ji mwuld have squirned away from her,
enbarrassed. But now, huddl ed on the sofa next to Tabitha, his head
buri ed agai nst her shoul der, the snell of her hair in his nose, her
arms warm and tight around him he thought he woul d never want to nove
again. Wapped in her conforting enbrace, he felt about ten years old,
and that was exactly what he wanted to feel: snug, protected, shielded
agai nst the harshness of the adult world.

"Morn..." he whispered
She bent her cheek to him "I know ." be quiet, Jimy. It's al
right, it's okay. I'mhere now | won't |et anything bad happen."

They both knew it was a lie, but it was a good lie. They both
desperately needed to believe it. Across the large room Delta stil
perched on his high throne. A console had grown up fromits base: he
played it |like a crazed organist, his face stony, eyes slitted with
concentration. Every once in a while he would | ook down at them wait
a nonent, then go back to his work:

"Jimy," Tabitha whispered. "G ve himwhat he wants. Don't worry
about being a tattletale. Just tell him"

He pushed his nose deeper into her shoul der blade. "Don't know, " he
munbl ed. "I don't know what he wants."
She hugged himtighter. "It's okay." She waited a few beats, then

said, "Fell me again, what he said. Maybe | can..."

He lifted his head slightly. She ruffled his hair and smled into his
bl oodshot eyes. Deep inside, she felt a nmurderous rage. She wanted to
hurt the man who'd done this to her boy.

"Ch, Mom.." He swallowed, coughed, swallowed again. He felt



feverish and weak. Maybe Delta was right. Something was himup
i nside. Jonathan... Yes, Jonathan would use himlike this.

Sonet hi ng | ow and heavy runbl ed, a muffled, distant

The deck vibrated slowy, subsided. Delta |ooked up again.
"I"mhol ding them boy," he said. "You'd better make mi nd soon
t hough. You aren't in good shape."

Jim Il ooked up at him then | ooked away. Ugly purple had appeared on
the drumlike skin of Delta's face. Inters were pockets of red, oozing
rash. He was coughing continually now Jimwondered if maybe he woul d
get maybe Delta would die. But no, that didn't solve anything. died,
Jimwould quickly follow O so Delta said. WMaybe |ying?.

But it hadn't felt like a lie.

dmny....9 "Oh. Mrn. He says | nust have a code. He had video, a
ing of Dad and me. When Dad was.." dying."

Tabitha stroked his hair. "I know. Go on."

"Dad told ne sonething, sone nunbers. Delta thought were the key, a
code that would unl ock whatever is encoded in. DNA But it didn't
work. He controls a conmputer system rmade up of |inked human m nds,
Mom  The Pl ebs.

He was babbling now, and she didn't understand one ten. But she |et
himgo on, and held himtight, her own working furiously.

"He says ny room-ny real nom-hid sonething in nmy and he wants to know
what it is. He says if he has the key can use his superconputermt's
called a mind array, decipher the code. That's what he wants, the
key." He head again, seeking the warnth of her embrace. "But | don't

| don't have it."

A siren burped into the silence of the room ran up the then cut off in
m d-shri ek.

"Quick, boy, tine's running short," Delta said.

"It's okay, Jim It'Il be all right. W'IIl think of something..." She
ki ssed his sweaty hair. "W always did, didn't we?"

She tried a weak snmile, but he didn't see it. Wat a nightrmare! She
gl ared across the top of Jims skull at Delta, w shing himdead. But
t hough he seenmed to be disintegrating before her very eyes, he was
still alive. Wshing wouldn't make it so, not this tine.

jimmade a soft, snuffling sound. She turned back to him



Remenber the gane?" she said. WMybe, if she could take his mind off
this awful thing, calmhimdown... He snorted again.

"I"is always norning sonewhere, Jim Jin®"

He pulled away fromher. There were tears on his face, but he managed
a small smile. "Henry Wadsworth Longfell ow," he said. "Uh-huh..
Fron?" "The Baron of Castine.""

She shook her head. "Nope..."

"No, really,” he said. "lI'msure."

She smled, caught up in the monentary relief. "Too bad. you don't
have t he book."

"But | do. |It's in ny pack somewhere. They took it away .... " He
grinned wanly. "But | know I'mright, Mom | can see the page in ny
m nd. Section 110, upper right colum. About... hnm.. line two." He

stopped. "Morn."

"What ?" Hi s body had gone tense against her. "That's it," he
whi spered intensely. "That's "Jinmmy, what--"

But Jimwas rising fromthe sofa, his nouth open, one hand fl appi ng
wildly. Deltal Were's ny backpack?"

"What ?" Delta sounded slightly dazed.

"My backpack, damm it! \Were's ny backpack?"

It was there. Even in his terrible weakness, he found it. But now he
faced anot her, darker task: he knew the code. But even to save his own
life, and his nmother's, should he give it to Delta?

He recalled the horror of the Pleb Psychosis. |If he gave Delta what he
want ed, woul dn't he be hel ping the nman to perpetuate that endless crine

agai nst humanity? The ends, the means... "Morn," he whispered.

She | eaned cl ose. "Wat woul d Dad want ne,to do?"



She stared at him her conpassion so strong he wanted

"Your dad is dead, Jim" she said. "But he raised you to be
It's your decision now "

"Morn, | killed him"

She froze. Then she sighed. "I was afraid so,’
so quickly, but | wondered."

"Everyt hi ng happened

He licked his lips. "It was an... accident. | was scared just.."
pul led the trigger."

Gently, she wiped his sweating forehead. "And you self. You nust, |
know. But, Jim you can't. It was an

Even your father... She left the rest unspoken

But he continued to | ash hinself, his eyes fevered with

"Yeah. Like it was an accident | disobeyed himand sent thatl cation
away. That's what started it. That's what killed him himtw ce,
Morn. How can | ever live with that?"

She took his chin in her fingers and | eaned close. In gleaned a stee
he'd never seen before. "Because you must Because your father would
have understood, and he would forgiven you. Do you understand nme?."
He stared at her, unconprehending. "Mrn, I..." Her voice quavered
fiercely. "I forgive you, Jim M. | because he isn't here to do it
hinself. But | loved Carl Endicott. than anything in ny life, and
forgive your'

She stopped, her lips shaking with the intensity of what said.

And in that monent Jimfelt a rush of understandi ng, enpathy for what
Delta had done. 1In a high and perfect world ends could not justify the
means. But humans were. not perfect, not all the tine. Sonetines,
they were only human, did human things. And all they could hope for
was forgiveness.

It might be possible, soneday, for himto forgive what he'd done to his
father. But if he now sacrificed his on the sane altar of his own
stubborn certainty, who could hinf

Had Delta felt the sanme way, |ong ago?

He turned his head slightly and spoke. "1992--217--4," he "Edition

1992, section 217, entry nunber four."” He riffled the ancient,
yel | owed pages. "Here," he said, pointing. She her head and read with
him a six-line entry. Together they the final words .... W are

unl ocki ng secrets billions of years old... Then he said, "Delta?"



The ol der man said, "Yes, yes, |'ve already got it. Feeding it in...
we'll see.”

Ji m | ooked back down. "Farouk el Baz said it. |In Skylab: Next G eat
Morment in Space.” He paused. "It was a book code, Morn. One of the
ol dest codes there is--but you can't break it, unless you know the
book. "

Delta et out a short npban. Jim and Tabitha | ooked up. An expression
of grimtriunph was painting itself across Delta's disintegrating
features.

"That's it," Delta grated. "It'll be a fewmnutes. |'mbringing the
full power of the arrays to bear now. "

Anot her expl osion, this one sharper, clearer, closer, shook the big
room Tabitha gasped, and this tine Jimhugged her. "Hang on, Mrn
It's gonna be okay."

He turned back to stare at Delta, waiting. Delta' s eyes were cl osed.
The rash on his face had spread, so that now his features were nearly
obscured by the dripping, oozing mass. But his eyes shone fromthe
wreckage, still gleaming with fierce awareness.

"Well?" Jimsaid. "It that it? You getting what you wanted? Are we
even now?" The words sounded strong, but his voice quavered. Delta
eyed him

"W'll see," he said.

Joey had a face like a horse, |ong and heavy-jawed, with a dusting of
dirty blond stubble on his chin. His eyes were gray, sharp, watchful
He wore a dark brown shirt and | eather pants with a chain belt. A gold
neckl ace with a small Buddha pendant hung from his neck. A faint sheen
of sweat slicked the acne scars on his forehead.

He was thin, but his thighs and butt were larger, out of proportion
and his arns seenmed too short. Long, thin fingers, piano player's
fingers, wapped around the butt and stock of a laser rifle. He sat
cross-1l egged, watching her, licking his lips regularly, like a



metronone. Flick, flick. H's teeth were yellow, and al ong the gum
line. A wire head socket gleamed dully greasy blond curls, behind his
right ear.

Cat watched him "Nervous?" she said.

He sucked in a short breath and shook his head. A

sounded fromthe direction of the entry gates that |ed

Consat One. He turned to | ook, then turned back

"Sounds pretty hot in there," Cat said. "Fhey m ght need nman they can
get."

He stared at her. "Jonathan told me to watch you. So what |'m gonna
do."

O course. She'd never seen himbefore, but she knew Knew t he type
W reheads weren't real strong on thought. He would follow orders, a
good soldier. He could easily, and happily, taken orders from Delta.
The world was full of people Iike him

A ragi ng wave of inpatience swept her. She gritted her have it end
like this! She | eaned back against the dirtying to think. If she
could get to Jim.. \Wat then? She didn't know. But that wasn't the
problem She couldn't do anything to help himsitting here. she
couldn't do anything even if she could find him but was better than
this, better than worry and hel pl essness.

"Why don't you let nme go?" she said, trying for as nmuch abl e ness as
she could manage. "I can't do anything now It's late. And Jonathan
probably can use every gun he can find."

H s eyes flickered, but he only tightened his |ips and shook head.
She nodded. "Well... guess | might as well get confortable."

She was wearing a man's denimshirt. She snmiled, and unfasten the top
button. H's eyes widened a bit. Good.

She let her fingers drop to the second button, |eaned still smiling.
He sighed faintly, his gaze riveted.

"Maybe we could do sonmething to... pass the time. Aren't bored?"

He |licked his lips.

The second button popped open, and she caressed the "Really, Joey,
what's the harn? Ain't nobody here but us ens."

H s pale face had taken on a pinkish tinge. She opened the button
felt co6 1lness on her sweat-slick skin. Joey uttered a
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and hitched hinmself up on his knees. Hi s rifle dangled fromhis |eft
hand, forgotten. Mesnerized by her peep show, he reached forward.

And she kicked himas hard as she could. She aimed for a spot exactly
six inches below his belly button. He made a hard, gaggi ng noi se as
all the air belched out of him He doubl ed over, but by then she was
al ready up and running.

Jonat han hacked a bl ue-uniformed marine across the throat, then shot
himas he fell back. The roast-pork stench of burning human fl esh hung
thick in the air, mxed with the smell of fried insulation and the
harsh, crackling odor of electrical equipnment shorting out.

It wasn't going well, but not as badly as he'd feared. He checked the
sket chy hol ographic map he'd stolen from Consat's conprom sed centra
conputers. He wasn't sure what was happening. There was no doubt
they' d been successful with their Trojan horse. The central conputers
were no | onger functioning at all: the virus encoded in Jinms DNA had
destroyed them But sonething el se had taken over, some other
conput er wper haps a backup systemthey hadn't known about, something
shi el ded agai nst what they'd hidden in the boy.

Still, if it was a backup system it wasn't as strong or efficient as
the main conputers. There was resistance, but not overwhel mng. And
somet hing was still going on in the Consat's subsystenms. Machines
expl oded for no reason. Sone bl ast doors were shut, and they'd had to
knock them down, but others hung inexplicably open. It was al nbst as
i f the backup system whatever it was, had too many things on its
cybertroni c mnd.

And there were other problens. He'd selected his people as carefully
as he could, but sonme closet wire headers nust have sneaked through
Those were the ones succunbing to Pleb Psychosis, going suddenly
berserk, screaming, turning their weapons on friend and foe alike, or
even thensel ves.



If he'd needed any further proof that Delta and the Pleb were sonehow
i nked, he thought he had it. O course, he know finally until he had
his strangler's fingers wapped around Delta's fat, quivering neck
but... He inhaled sharply at that thought, then glanced around. They
were deep into the guts of the Conmsat, not far fromthe map said were
the central offices. There was nore arnor no doubt, and the last-ditch
defenses. It wouldn't be easy.

He notioned at one squad of three griny soldiers, directing to take the
point. They ducked down and scurried forward.

No, not easy.." but unless the Consat's backup a hell of a lot nore
efficient, they'd make it.

He swal | oned a neani ngl ess, bl oody grin and plunged Fromthe shadows,
behi nd him Cat peeped around a chunk of nanel ess equi prent, watchi ng,
waiting. After a she foll owed.

Delta's tall room had renmai ned curiously unaffected by all carnage
wrecking the rest of Consat One. The dulled runble internittent

expl osions penetrated its heavy shielding, and once twice the lights
flickered, but otherw se the atnosphere quiet and serene. Jim and
Tabi t ha huddl ed toget her on the sofa, the wonan her arm across the
boy's shoul der, hol ding himas he coughed. He'd been coughing

conti nuously, and now he was spitting up wads of cottony pink fluid.
She gl anced up at Delta, who becone a horror. "Danmn you, can't you do
somet hing?." she spit at him her voice vibrating with tightly
controll ed rage.

He turned blindly in her direction. The rotting flesh of his face
had turned the color of half-dried scabs, dark and crusty; in the
cracks gl eamed chips of white. She wondered if it was bone, if!
what ever was eating himwould eventually strip himto a skel eton



He opened his nmouth, a |oose black O and spoke. Hi s voice was
gar bl ed, vague and rmunbling, as if part of his tongue was m ssing.

" holding it," he said. "I have to... ny own genetic codes..
hormones..." He shook his head. Small dry flakes drifted up fromthe
top of his skull. "Alnost there.." then Jim

She subsided. The man was obviously fighting for his life, and though
under any other circunstance her nost fervent w sh woul d have been for
himto lose that fight, in this nonent she was praying with every fi ber
of her soul that he would succeed.

Ji m shuddered. His skin blared heat, like a small, soft furnace. A
rope of saliva dangled fromhis chin. She wiped it off, then touched
his forehead. He turned slightly. H's eyes were wide, but the whites
had turned the color of egg yol ks, and the pupils didn't track on

her .

"Jimy. .. She turned again. "Hurry'up, damm you He's dying..."

we all are..."

Delta sighed and bani shed the woman's irritating whine fromhis
thoughts. As if he didn't have enough to do... He had no idea what his
physi cal appearance was |ike. He hadn't had a chance to | ook, though
fromthe indicators he was nonitoring, he doubted it was very good. No
matter. Flesh could be repaired. First, though, he had to defeat the
flesh eaters inside him even though a part of his attention was
occupied with the arny of Plebs hacking and burning its way toward his
i nner citadel

Maddeni ng! He'd sunmoned rei nforcenents, and they were on the way, but
like all such things, would no doubt arrive after the i ssue had been
decided. This was a war of minutes, and it would take hours to |ift
any effective force fromEarth and nove it fromthe distribution center
to his headquarters.



It was obvious they'd suspected the nmind arrays,

hadn't known, and that made all the difference. Plebs. A class, he
was amazed they'd managed to cause himtroubl e al ready

Not for nuch |onger, though. He was deep inside a thousand ways to the
thing he and a dead woman had the controller system and |inkage
generator for

He | oved the feeling of raw power when he jacked machines: a trillion
trillion switches, self-creating, ing, constantly orchestrating the
feeds froma billion human m nds. The system had been small, in the he

had built it to a point where it began to build on after that, it just
kept on going Froma technological it was a |landnmark as big as the
pyram ds or the Great China, a human creation visible far down the
reaches future, a turning point in human history.

Hs. Yes, really, it was. 1In the shaded corners of his knew the

i nspiration had been hers. She--Kate--had nmade first blinding | eaps of
intuition, but he'd taken them refined snoothed off the rough edges,
and made that first awkward, mechanismwork. He couldn't have done it
wi thout her. not so great an egomani ac as to believe otherw se. But

wi th same cal m pragmati sm he understood that she could carried through
her first flashes to this magnificent technol ogy. For one thing, she
hadn't been tough enough, m nded enough, to make the choices that had
to be made, essary choices.

But he knew all that already, and besides, for the first recent history

he was under attack from what appeared to worthy opponent. In a way it
was exhilarating. Al nost as high as the arrays thenselves... And

t hose---oh, Godlit was |ike being God. He could explainit, could
barely wap his own mind around it. the dark, sensing a billion

whi spering brains out there, through the nmachi nes, responding to his
every Sometines like ice, sonetimes in great roaring sheets of fire,

hi m pl ayi ng them li ke the biggest church organ in the universe .... It
was addicting. He knew that sonme part of himwas permanently out
there, ghosting along in the silence, sonething had, alnbst wi thout his
know edge, gently separated fromover the years. He didn't care, in



fact, welconed the duality. The Janus face... He sighed. Tinme to get
to work. The code the boy had given himhad unl ocked everything
necessary, and he already had his DNA pattern. Now it was only a
matter of reading it, once again like God' s own encycl opedi a, except
Kate had witten these pages.

Messages. Menos fromthe past. He wondered if she'd known, if she'd
i magi ned he woul d ever read these things. Her last will and
t est ament.

Thrilled, he bent hinself to the task, the good and pragmatic worknan.

And with one small part of his mind, he began to kill the invaders,
both in his body and in his satellite. 1t didn't take rmuch of his
attention. It was like killing cockroaches... atch i." Jonathan

how ed. He ducked back as a fresh swarm of nobile |aser-bots vomted
fromthe dark passageway before him He peered up over the snol dering
wr eckage of an office desk, part of the nakeshift barricade they'd
hastily shoved together to block the corridor, and snapped off a couple
of quick shots. One of the little killer-bots sizzled, then vani shed
in a bright blue flash.

it had turned into a nightmare of snoke and heat and sudden, unexpected
death. He jazzed his throat m ke, hoping for something coherent, but
all he could hear on his command frequenci es was hopel ess, pani cked
babble. They were | osing. Somewhere, sonehow, he'd nade a terrible

m st ake, and soon, he supposed, he would pay the usual price for such

t hi ngs.

He crouched down, fumbled in his pack, found a fresh charge for his
weapon, and snapped it in. Next to hima woman he hardly knew, thick,
br oad- shoul dered, her w de, bovine face streaked with snoke and sweat.
A line of congeal ed bl ood snaked across her smooth forehead, jinked
down, and crossed her left eye, which bulged out, blind and staring.

She was breathing shallowy, probably in shock, but she still had a
good grip on the big, old-fashioned slug gun in her right fist.
Mary.." he whi spered hoarsely.



She didn't turn. Damm it, what was her name? He the shoulder. She
j erked around, her good eye w de and
Battle fatigue, nmania, whatever.." she mght still have left to do
some good. He pointed at the heavy bag he'd been ing all along, now
resting at his knee where he'd dropped it.

"Inside,"” he grunted. "One of the square ones."

She stared, then nodded and began to rummage. She | a square gray
package about six inches on a side, maybe thick, and eyed him
questioningly.

He nodded. "Over there, on that wall. Just slap it up
It's magnetic it'll stick, then run like hell. [I'Il set it off."

She bobbed her head up and down, took a deep breath, i tensed. He
sl apped her on her shoul der and she took off, tumbling over the
barri cade, dodgi ng and weaving. He peered over watched, waited unti
she was | eaping over a ruined pile bots, just where the controls for
t he next bl ast door ought to He squeezed the small detonator in his
hands. She vani shed blinding yellow fireball, but the explosion
cleared the rest bots and jammed the bl ast door open permanently.

"Sorry, Mary," he nuttered. "You know how it is..

He would kill every last one of themif that's what it took to. his
hands on Delta's flabby neck

He gl anced around one nore time, then threw hinself the barricade. Only
one nore door, one nore door to go..
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CHAPTER 15

He understood how it worked. She had used the base pairs of the
DNA- - - conbi nati ons of pairs of four nucl eotides called adenine,
guani ne, cytosine, and thy mine--to encode her nessage. In the
structure of DNA, each "link" of the DNA was made up of these four
arranged in conplenentary pairs. The arrangenent was ideal for the
bi nary conputer |anguages--a pair could be arranged in one way that

meant "on," and an opposite that nmeant "off." It sounded conplicated,
but it was really very sinple. And using this infinitely flexible
nmet hod of encodi ng, nmessages of hundreds of billions of characters

could be encoded in short spaces of the DNA nol ecul e.

Delta sighed in appreciation as her handi work unfol ded before himin

t he whi spering dark. He summoned his billion ghosts and put themto
work. Then he waited, for how long he had no idea. Time itself was

di fferent when he nelded hinself into the nind arrays... As he sumoned
nore and nore of the ghosts to the task, some of them under intense
pressure, collapsed. A part of his mind noted the failures,
under st andi ng that each failure represented the crushing of a single
human mind into madness. Al over the Terran System and even as far
away as Wl fbane, Pl ebs exploded into paroxysns of mindless violence.

He paid no attention. The ends, after all, justified the nmeans... and
this was inmportant. Kate, his Kate, had | eft something behind,
somet hing so crucial she'd seen fit to encode it into her son's npst



basi ¢ building blocks: his DNA the strands of life that made what he
was.

Idly, while the mind array did its work, he put a portion ghosts to
wor k exam ning the structure of Jimis DNA itself. yes, Jimwas
definitely his nother's son. He knew Kate's pattern as well as he knew
his own, and the inheritance was obvious. Just as it was obvi ous that
Carl Endicott had He stopped.

No, it wasn't obvious. He |ooked again. He didn't have a anal ysis of
Carl's genetic code at hand--why should he? The had been an enpl oyee,
and then a traitor. But he could access basic screening, and He
gasped. No, the other inheritance was not fromEndicott. It was
from.. Hs nmind reeled. He drew back fromthe i nescapabl e shaken to
his core. A truth he'd held unexanined for sixteen trenbled, then
shattered in the spectral, humm ng darkness.

The unm st akabl e patterns he knew best of all, blended nixed with
Kate's. Mdther and father together, their genetic tory living on
forever in their offspring's cells. So utterly So devastati ng.

His world, the world he'd built over a decade and a half of bitterness
and betrayal, teetered wildly. And as he considered that--his mnd
open, naked, shocked with discovery--the ghosts finished their work and
delivered their conclusions to himin one gigantic, rolling epiphany:
Kate's secret.

Del ta screamned.

e alarms had been shrieking in her ears for several mnutes, but Steele
had been busy. Encased in her arnor, buoyed up with the strength of
ten, she had given herself over to the slaughter, and now bl ood dri pped
fromher mailed fists. Her battle naser was al nbst too hot to touch



But now, for a noment, standing in a snoky corridor crossroads, she
lifted her head and paused. Across the heads-up screen of her hel net,
an ultinmate alarmtripped in crinmson letters, and a spot on a sketchy
map bl azed with a throbbing red dot.

"The inner blast doors," she nuttered to herself.

The invaders had broken through the final defenses, How had it conme to
this? Delta hinself was in danger

She gl anced down at the fallen Pleb who withed beneath her left foot.
Dal Im her back hurtl

"Sorry, buddy, you lose," she told him and pressed harder. Heard a
sharp, bony crack, and the man went |l np, his acnescal Ted face suddenly

snoot h and peaceful .

A hand-lettered ID tag pinned to his shirt said only, "Joey."

"Sorry... Joey," she said again, not knowi ng why she said it. Then she
turned and headed for Delta, and whatJthough she wasn't a superstitious
worman at all--a prenonition deep in her bones told her would be her

final stand.

Well, she'd lived by it all her life, and had no qual ns now about dying
with it... why should she? She was a warrior woman. Her ancient
decision, her fate... Her sword.

He hung in darkness, surrounded by the glimering light of his ghosts,
hi s unknowi ng human sl aves, as they chattered their irresistible
nmessages endl essly, directly into his controlling mnd

H s slaves. Sonme measurabl e percentage of them disintegrating even as
he wat ched, their human ninds burned out by the pressure of the flawed
i nkage, by the nmind arrays he'd torn his whole |life apart to save"
years ago. The glorious creation upon whose altar he had sacrificed
everything: love, famly, hope, dreans. Upon which he'd placed
everything of value, in order to preserve the |arger good.



The altar whose iron nanme was the enclsjustify the means. \020And
every bit of that sacrifice nowin stinking ruins, the awful sludge of
that psychic burning defiling his nostrils. The remains of Kate, of
the rel ati onshi ps he coul d have had,

future that night have been his, and--worst of all! He'd been wong.
The entire stinking sacrifice unnecessary and, nost all, perverse. '
He shoul d have waited, given her nore time, listened to no, he didn't

do that, did he? He had his dammable ends to i sider, to justify his
equal | y dammabl e neans, and so he had his filthy sacrifice, and now he
stared at that vile, plain.

It was nore than he could bear. And when her final not the revelation
of science she'd achieved after he'd thrust away--when those few sinple
words cane drifting up, her renenbered caresses--he wept.

After everything, even as the bloody end he'd nade for nigh, she'd
found a way to | eave her fatal benediction, the cells of her son. Had
she known he would fred it? woul d?

"I still love you..."
"“Nol

"... still love..."
"NOL

"Love."

Delta changed. He had to. Once he had been sonet hing sone one el se,
but he'd thought that man gone forever. as utterly as any snoking calf
on the dark altar of Choices made, a life |lived, the past unchanged
and

And now, whispering down the winds of years forgotten, a nessag
unl ooked for, unhoped for. A message of love....... She had | oved him
even as he'd destroyed her.

Coul d he be forgiven?

Thi ngs broke apart. H s carefully constructed center did no till hold.
Instead, the heart he'd believed hardened to everything fear and duty
shattered before the ultimte balm

Love.

He'd murdered her for his neans, and buried her beneath his ends, and
even when he was done, she'd still |loved him

And so she resurrected a man who had once lived, but thought hinself
dead. Now that man strode forth, out of the Jimhalls of the past,
once agai n understanding the joy of high purpose. He'd



had his ends and neans, but those ends no |longer justified anything
human.

Love is the resurrection.

And his sins were |egion.

Tabi t ha rai sed her head. The nonstrous, disintegrating thing on its
throne tower was screaming. Bits of moist skin flewas it clawed at
its sightless eyes.

She shuddered. Wsat did it nean? Was Delta dying?

Ji m nopaned softly. He was drifting in and out of consciousness,
alternating noments of clarity with | onger stretches of delirium The
fevers were eating himup, and whatever devil things were hidden inside
himwere still doing their work. Even as she held himtighter his body
convul sed into a long series of racking coughs.

She wi ped away the pink drool, staring at Delta,

Her only hope---J/ms only hope.

"Don't die, damm you," she whispered. "Save ny boy."

Ji m began to cough agai n.

Delta fleshy body was falling apart--he still hadn't unl eashed the
genetic therapies that would halt the nol ecul ar machines ripping himto

pi eces, he'd been too busy with the rest of it--but his nmind was clear
And in its own way, that dry, famliar



clarity was worse than nadness, for he couldn't turn the truth. In
the end, his greatest failure had been one of had not been able to see
the possibilities. He had been the brilliance of their origina

di scovery, seduced by the of the mind arrays, willing in his
desperation to ignore their

Kate had not been, but he'd ignored her. Brushed her though the heart
of the discovery was hers. And so he had and his first sin was pride.
Fol  owed shortly by vanity, and by nurder on a personal, then a vast,
scal e.

He checked her results a third tine, but nothing had

He could Fred no flaw in her work. She had broken through, trusted her
own i magi nation, her own brilliance, and... beyond.

So while he clutched the fruit of her first, broken him defending it
agai nst her doubts, she had kept on

ceeded.

It was all tied together, the |inkage, the Pleb power of the arrays

t hensel ves. She had solved it another of those breakthroughs that cone
only every so: the linkages were wong. It was those inperfect

| i nkages pl aced unbearabl e pressure on individual human nmi nds,
destroyed sone percentage of themw th each use of the array.

Her new prograns fixed all that. These arrays would not their

i ndi vidual parts. And as a consequence of that, of the ciency of the
new | i nks and controller programs, her mnd would be a hundred--a

t housand! --tinmes nore powerful anything he'd ever dreanmed of.

It was conceivabl e that every nenber of the hunman race be |inked
seanm essly, even unconsciously, into a conputer so erful that the npst
secret witings of the universe itself finally be read. ,

And he had thrown it away. |If he'd waited only a few nonths, trusted
her a little better, imagined the possibilities.

But he hadn't. Sixteen years. What could humanity have with sixteen
years of Kate's inproved mnd arrays? He shuddered Hi s inagination, so
weak then, now roared in his mnd: Everything! The possibilities were
endl| ess.

No fears of alien technology. |In one |eap, Kate had beyond any alien
sci ence he'd ever heard of. |f computer power was the key to nodern
sci ence, she'd built a machine to unlock every door. |In sixteen years,



manki nd nmi ght have... But no. Instead, humanity had wal | owed, barely
keepi ng pace, while he cenmented his power and inmposed his xenophobic

will on governnent, on the future itself. He'd walled man away from
t he universe, weak and fearful, clinging to his pitiful, flawed

di scoveries. And then he'd killed her

He shuddered again. What if she'd been slower, or he'd been quicker?
She m ght never have cone to this--or, wrse, left no record of it.

She hadn't had nuch time. And she'd been fearful. She hid it in plain
sight, though, in the one thing besides the arrays she'd created. The
nost precious thing she'd nmade.

Ah, tiger. Burning bright. Thy fearful symetry... Jim The secret
made fl esh. The hope of humanity, enbodi ed and enbedded in the cells
of one sixteen-year-old boy.

Jim.. Delta, filled with fear and trenbling, came awake. And found
chaos.
Jimthought: | don't feel good.

He rai sed his head and blinked. Everything blurry. He blinked again,
and slowy, his vision sharpened. "Mn®"

Her lips were on his ear. "Hang on, Jinmy..."

He felt very light-headed. He turned, and saw her face, her eyes, so
concerned. Worried about him

He tried to grin. "It's okay, Mom Everything will be okay." He
didn't know if that was true--in fact, he doubted that it was but he
had to say sonething. The | ook on her face was just too awful

" NbnP"

"Shh, Jimy. Rest, be quiet. Save your strength.”

He rai sed his eyes, trying to renenber. The long trip, the Consat.
Del t a.

He | ooked up, and saw him slunped in his throne chair, high above,
i ke some anci ent dreadful Kking.



Part of Delta's face had sinply nelted. Wat showed was hal f a skull,
white teeth grinning. And the rest of him his clothing, had becone
al nost shapel ess, as if skin :i sloughed off and puddled in the baggy
creases of his suit.

It was inconceivable that he could still live, and Jimfelt his clutch
up at the sight: last hope, he thought bitterly. And now dead Delta
one remai ni ng eye suddenly opened, glittered. gasped. The tall doors
at the far end of the room slamed and Cat cane runni ng through, an
overheated | aser pistol in hand.

He rai sed one hand, waved weakly. "Over here.

She gl anced back over her shoul der, then rushed to

"Thank CGod!"

Tabitha flung herself across Jimprotectively. "Stay back!"

snarl ed.

Cat gestured with the pistol. "I'mCat. W are you?"

"My nrom" Jimnmuttered. It took hima nonment to that Tabitha would not

know Cat. The two wonen in his life.
some reason he found that funny, and giggl ed.

"Mom she's a friend. |It's okay." He felt Tabitha relax, then back
fromhim

Cat said, "You're his monP" r

Tabi t ha nodded.

"W don't have nuch tinme. W' ve got to get you out of here.

Conmsat's breaking apart. | don't know how rmuch | onger but we've got to
hurry." She reached forward and grabbed hand, to drag hi mupright, but
Tabi t ha j erked hi m back

"What do you mean, no? Are you crazy, lady?" .: Frantic, Tabitha
began to babble. "No, there's something him it's killing him that

man up there, he's the only one who can: save him-"

Cat shook her head. "what?"

Jimsaid, "It's true, Cat. Jonathan put sonething inside me, something
to kill Delta with. But it's killing ne, too..." He tried a grin, but
it vani shed as he doubl ed over in another coughing spell. Cat stared
down. "Jesus..."

Delta said, "Probably won't help at the nonment. Get himover here.
Bring himto nme." Hi s voice was soft, rotten, corroded. Hard to
under st and.



Cat whirled, bringing up her pistol.

"Don't," Delta said. "Not if you want to save him | told you, bring
himto nme."

A soft whining sound filled the room Delta's tall throne began to
descend. He raised one hand, beckoning. Naked bone showed through the
knuckles. Delta didn't seemto notice.

Cat turned back to Tabitha. "Bring hin®"

Tabi t ha nodded. She already had an arm underneath Jim s back, pushing
himup. "It's the only hope we've got. Help ne."

Toget her, grunting and straining, the two wonen half carried Ji macross
the room to where Delta waited like a dying god for sacrifice.

A soft voice, barely audible over the din beyond the shattered doors,
said, "Don't bother, Cat. They're dead neat, both of them"

at turned. "Jonathan." He stood framed in the doors, smoke bill ow ng
out around him His expression was calm nild, his gaze bleary as he
nodded and stepped on into the room

"The kid | ooks in bad shape," he said, noving forward. He noved to go
around them toward Delta, whose throne had dropped back down and was

now only a large chair. Delta sat, a rotting ruin, his bald head stil
crowned by the silvery helnet that connected himto the nind arrays.

"Hello, old man," Jonathan said gently. "I1've been |ooking forward to
neeting you."
"Jonat han, no!" She let go of Jimand noved to block his path. "If

you kill him Jimwll diel"

Jonat han paused. A puzzled expression drifted across his puddi ng
features. 'eah? And so?"

Cat shook her head. "Damm it, can't you see? He's dying, Delta's
dying. But that thing you put in Jim he can stop it. He said he
woul d. "



"And you believe hin? O course he's dying. | killed him
want to feel it, understand? H s neck in my hands."
shook his head. "Cat. Get out of my way."

"No, | won't let you do this. Jims innocent, he doesn't deserve "Huh
I'd laugh if you weren't making me sick. So he's " How many ot her

i nnocents has that bastard behind you down? You forgot about then?" He
took a deep breath. "I'mwth your crap, Cat. Qut of ny way."

Jim swaying as he | eaned agai nst Tabitha, |urched away her, all his
wei ght behind the blow he aimed at the back. i Jonathan's head. He'd
trained in martial arts academ es for He was young, his reflexes
superb. And Jonat han was facing fromhim concentrating on Cat.

H s attack never cane within a foot of Jonathan's

Jonat han hunched as Ji m noved, ducking and turning, right foot com ng
up, blocking the blow, deflecting it. And as turned with it,

Jonat han's small hand flashed out, once, Jimshrieked once and dropped,
clutching his right shoulder his left hand.

Jonat han | ooked down on him an expression of mld interest on his
face. "The puppy has claws. Well, sort of." He grinned
apol ogetically, then swung back around to face Cat.

"What ? You, too?" He shrugged. "It doesn't make any to ne, Cat, but
you really ought to make up your nind whose you're on."

She dropped into a fighter's crouch. "You're as bad as Delta |Is, she
breathed. "Killers, both of you."

He nodded. "It took you this long to figure it out? O course am

Cat. That's how | nade it this far, into this room |I'ma killer. He
killed your parents, among others, and now |I'm gonna kill him

Takes a nmonster to kill a monster. Plain and sinple, right?"

She shook her head. "No. He has to fix Jim first."

"Ah. | see. True love." Jonathan sighed. "Well, |I wish | had tine
for this, but, sorry. | don't."

He | aunched hinself at her. She barely fended off his first blow but
his foll owup wheel kick nunbed her thigh and turned her around. She
stuck her right hand up and he batted it away, com ng across her
forehead with the heel of his left hand.

She staggered, a roaring in her ears, nonentarily blinded. She cane
back, shaking her head, and saw himgrinning at her, his right fist
poi sed for a final blow

"Say bye-bye, Cat," he murnured.



"Hey, cheese face," the rough, snoke-hacked voice said. "Wy don't
you pi ck on sonebody bi gger than you?"

Jonat han's eyes jerked hard right. "You!"

"That's right, wonder boy," Commander Steele said. "Me."

Jan faded out then, but only for a noment, as Tabitha dragged hi m back
out of the way and wested himup onto the couch. The pain was a
fountain of bright sparks running fromhis shoulder to his brain.

Tabitha tried to shield him but he groaned, "No... let me see.”

Steel e's hel net was gone. Her black hair hung stringy from her head,
fram ng her waxen face. Her sneared lipstick was a brilliant splotch
of color, giving her features an artificial, doll-like cast. As she

nmoved toward Jonathan, her battle arnor gave off tiny hunm ng sounds.

Jonat han squared off, facing her, as Cat fell back, gasping for breath.

He put his hands out. "I'm augnmented," he said.
St eel e nodded. "CGot yourself some pretty, hyped-up artificial nuscles,
have you? Well, | always wondered..."

"What's that?" Jonat han sai d.

"Whi ch way was better. The arnor, or your stuff. | guess we're gonna
find out."
Jonathan smiled. "Guess we are.”

They both nmoved at the same tine.

"My backpack, " Ji m whi sper ed.

"What ?" Tabitha said.

"My backpack. On-the floor there. Get it for ne."

Fromhis point, it |ooked like ballet. Jimknew what he vantage was
watching. He'd trained for years. But these two were experts. Even
so, it took only instants.

They came together, hands and feet nmoving in blurs. Jimheard the

sound of flesh nmeeting flesh, harsh grunts, the whir of Steele's arnor.
Apart then, circling, appraising. A blue welt under Steele's



ri ght eye, another bl eeding gash on Jonathan's forehead.
nore nonment of appraisal, then abrupt, fierce novenent.
When they separated again, both were badly damaged.

ri ght arm dangl ed usel ess at her side. Jonathan, trying |linped badly.
Jimcoul d hear the crackling of damaged knee |age with every halting
step he took.

St eel e shook hair out of her eyes. Blood sprayed fromher with the
nmoti on. She inhal ed harshly, and | aunched herself a tine.

This time, they both went down. Jimleaned forward, his fiery in his
throat, his vision suddenly blurring again. He had backpack in his

| ap, working it open, his shoulder a slab, a of agony. He felt inside,
forgot what he was doing, |ooked up. Jonathan, slowy comng to his
knees, his bland mask of blood. He raised his good arm hand curved
into a axe, lips split in a slash of white triunph.

"Yeah," he grunted. "Now we know. .."

Jimfingers found the cool, hard shape, curled around dragged it out of

the pack in one jerky notion, his screaning. He bit his lip, tasted

bl ood, and raised his arm torn muscles in his shoulder grated in

protest, and the cleared his vision for a nmonment. He froze then, his

damaged shoul der quivering. It was all he could do to hold it steady
Can | doit? Can | do this terrible thing?. Some deep part of

whi spered that he could, but it would change him forever.

H's belly heaved with bile and terror. Qut of the corner of his he saw
Tabitha's face, w de-eyed, fear and hope and repul sion warring on her
features. He sucked in a breath that tasted of burned iron and bl ood,
and | ooked back at Jonathan. At his killing hand, blurring toward
Steele's throat. He pulled the trigger on the S&R . 75.

The big rocket-propelled slug took Jonathan on the side and obliterated
everyt hing above his shoul der bl ades. A gray-specked, chunky fountain
of blood burst fromhis headl ess trunk. The power of the tiny rocket
was so great that his corpse barely nmoved. It hung, a puppet suddenly
wi t hout strings, and then it dropped straight down. The fingers on
Jonat han's right hand twi tched, |ike shrinp cooking and shri nking.

Steel e hitched herself up on her side and eyed Jonathan's remains. Her
face was spattered with bits and pieces of him She exam ned the
carnage with mld interest, then glanced over at Jim

So, now what?" she sai d.



Ji m coughed, and then began to vomt.
Those dead fingers, tw tching.

Oh ny God, he thought. Onh ny God oh ny God... Delta had watched it al

t hrough his one remmining eye. Mich of his brain was gone by now-he'd
waited too long to tend to his own damage. But that was all right, he
told hinmself. Sone part of his iron will yet remmined, and, deep
inside his soul, he was still willing to believe that the ends mnust
justify the neans.

Even if the means included his own death. Only a part of himnonitored
the outside world, through his rapidly atrophyi ng physical senses, but
in the cool, thunderous dark of the cyberworld, where he lived with his
billion ghosts, all was well.

He wondered about that for a nmoment, once again feeling that curious
sense of other ness alnost as if there were two of him separate and
yet sonehow the same, a single whol eness.

"Bring him.. he whi sper ed.

Jimlolled weakly, drool and vonit trailing down his chin. He was
nostly deadwei ght as Tabitha and Cat westled himback to Delta.

"That helnet," Delta said, pointing to a twin of his own now evident in
the base of his chair. "Put it on." Hs one eye rolled.

"Then | eave ne alone. [|'Il take care of it."
Tabit ha and Cat finished, then stepped back, staring at each other.
She loves him Tabitha thought. It was a strange idea. There was a

whol e new Jim created since her captivity, she knew nothing about. She
wonder ed how much he had changed.

Enough to be able to kill, evidently.
The two women eyed each other. "Pray..." Tabitha said.
Cat nodded.

Behi nd them Steele coughed again and sat up. "Damm, that stings," she
sai d.



CHAPTER 16

In his measurel ess, echoing cyberworld, Delta spread Jim s DNA out |ike

a book and went to work. It wasn't really that hard, not when he knew
what he was doing. He had no illusions about his own skills: he was an
excel l ent technician, and he had a billion busy little hel pers.

Once again he quivered with delight as he exani ned the perfection of
the thing Kate had created, witten in the boy's deep cellular record.
He took a nip here, a tuck there--his own little genetic graffiti..
The nanotech time bonb the Plebs had put there was a nice piece of
wor k, though nothing of a level to conpare with Kate's nessages.

He unwound those diabolic codes, and replaced themw th new

i nstructions--healing machi nes--then watched as this fresh arny spread
itself rapidly to the rest of the boy, unlocking the old, dangerous
codes, dissipating them

Finally, alnpbst as an afterthought, he examnmined the danage to the boy's
shoul der. Torn nuscles, |acerated tendons. Those repairs would take

| onger, but he started them anyway. A little bonus. He wondered if

Ji mwoul d even noti ce.

Probably not... And imally, he was done. Kate's secret still remained.
It was his secret, too, but he wouldn't be able to keep it for |ong.
What he'd done for Jimwas no | onger possible for hinself. H s tine,
at long last, was conming to an end, himand the flawed, deadly thing
he'd built on the ashes of nearly forgotten dreans.



Vll, in awy, it was a relief. And fitting, as well. In the debts
nmust be paid, and his debts were nmonstrous. The chip ofi own life
woul d hardly tip that hideous scale.

He sighed. Wthdraw now, get the boy up, and out. He hold the Consat
together a little while yet, but no longer than It was all slipping out
of his hands, falling to the boy now, hope, the secrets, the future.

He felt curiously uplifted with the realization. For him it over, or
soon would be. And in that lifting he felt relieved at the weight of
his own twi sted duty finally falling away.

| tried, he consoled hinmself. | was wong, but | did try.

Maybe t he boy would do better. He hoped so.

He unlinked the two of them let Jimfall away, gentle as a drifting in
t he dark, receding, dwindling.." gone.

Now he was alone, if he could be alone with a billion voices--and in
t he di stance, he sensed it, grow ng closer

for him

The ot her.

He stretched his invisible arms in supplication, and greeting,
Ti me now.

Ji m awoke as froma dream That same sensation, opening eyes and
seeing fam liar things, somehow strange. And his stuffed with fading
menories, recollections of things that not have been

Faces now, Tabitha, eyes concerned, and Cat, lines of winkled:
pain on her clear, young features, peering over Tabitha's

"Jim.. ?" Tabitha said.

He stared up at her, thinking about it, feeling hinself inside his

skin. Sonething heavy, on his head... He grinned. "H, Mom" he said.
She burst into tears.



They were bunched at a door that had been hidden in the wall beyond
Delta's desk, the three of them still touching each other
unconsciously, as if seeking collective assurance they were all whole,
all there. Al still surviving.

Jimnoved his right arm Still painful, but rmuch better than he
renenmbered. O did he remenber?. So much was blurring now, fading
away... Steele linped over. "It's back down that corridor. A small
ship, a private lock. It was his bolt-hole, if everything else went to
hell." Another explosion shook the room Small flakes of nmetallic
paint drifted down fromthe ceiling. "And it sure is," Steele went on
"Going to hell." Cat stared at her. "Aren't you coming?." Steele
shook her head. "Nope."

Jimeyed her coldly. He still had the heavy pistol in his hand. "You

were the reason..." he whispered, hating her.

Steele stared at him "Yes, | would have killed your father. You did

it by mstake, but if | could have, | would have killed him It was ny
job, kid. And maybe even a little personal, too. | always wondered

whi ch of us was better..."

She gl anced down at his pistol, shrugged, turned and wal ked away. "Use
it, if you want," she said. "I don't care anynore."

Jimraised the pistol, but only for a nonment. There had been enough
killing, at |east by his hand.

Steele said, "I'll just stay right here." She |ooked at Delta, then
turned back to face them She noted that Jinmis pistol was still at his
si de, and nodded.

"Why?." Cat said.
"Ch, you know. Because..." Steele said. "You better get going.
don't think this weck is gonna hold together rmuch | onger."

She tipped them a crooked, red-smeared grin and turned away. The | ast
t hey saw of her, she was |inping toward the nol dering pile that had
once been a man. As she approached him a coffin |ike apparatus rose
fromthe floor as she bent over to scoop himup, into her steel arns.



As he realized he no |l onger wished to kill her, Jimfelt weight rise
fromhim and for the first tinme understood the ing burden of
vengeance--not only on the object, but on the as well. Hate corroded
every vessel. It was sonething he keep in nind

He put away the heavy gun. Let her die by Some other hand ] was enpty
NOW.

"Why's she staying?." Jimasked softly, as they hurried corridor

Bot h wonen gl anced at each other, then away. Cat said it. "Because
she loves him"

"Ch," Jimsaid. And wondered if he would ever really stand anyt hing,
anything at allow even the billion voices had gone, and only the
remai ned. He heard it whispering to. himin the dark, secrets,

prom ses.

O fering forgiveness. He wanted that, forgiveness, but afraid. To
just let go like that? So hard... He could sense the world, the rea
wor | d breaking Somewhere far away from him across sonme divide he'd
never seen, before, the great Consat was shuddering, its spine broken
el ectroni c nerves feeding on thensel ves, the pressures

Let that go, too, let that great weight rise up, away. And other
spoke, an echo of hinself: Let go. He sighed. Letgo... So hard. so
easy.

Flying now, flying away, and the Iight grow ng, grow ng brighter around
hi m

He opened his eyes. "Steele?" She was there, too. |In the light.



Smiling... It was a small scout craft. The controls were unfamliar
but not inpossible. Jimhad flown sinulated m ssions in cybertrainers
i n school, ships not unlike this one.

He took them straight out, very fast, pushing the muscular little
engine to its limt. It was only in holovids that pilots hung around
when sonething as big as Consat blewup. In real life you ran, as far
and as fast as you could, unless you wanted to go space-dancing with a
wal | of white-hot debris.

The shock wave caught hi m unawares, an onrushing tsunam of hard
radi ati on, and he | ooked up at the view nonitors. They had gone dark
i ke smoked gl ass, protecting the eye against the light to foll ow

Even so, it was spectacular. The first white bl ossom opening and
shrinking, and then the second: an endl ess vol cano of pure light,
br eaki ng and spreading, eclipsing even the sun itself.

Li ke... fireworks, he thought, awed. The biggest fireworks ever
made.

And so they were, which was only fitting. Delta had built the biggest
conput ers and housed themin the | argest construction ever built by
human hands. And in the passing of those two, the Iight of their death

woul d fall on planets a mllion years distant, a nillion years in the
future--for in the universe, light itself is the |ongest nenorial... He
heard a strange, choking sound, and | ooked behind him Both Cat and
Tabitha were crying softly. It took hima nmonment to realize he was,

t 0o.

Sonet hi ng great had passed away. It seenmed only fitting to shed a few
tears.

After a while he took a plot and changed their course. The North
Ameri can Skysnake was probably badly danmaged, but there were others.

He ai med for one, and they went.
In the dark, the great flare guttered, and went out.

It was over.



W OLFBANE

Tabitha said, "I think 1'"'mgoing to sell the nmountain don't..'
couldn't--"

j ust

He | ooked up. Cat was sprawl ed on the floor of their her nose in a
hol ovi d.

"Sure, Mom" he said. "l understand. | don't have any of that place
but bad ones, anyway."

In fact, his menory had been nore than strange of |ate.

what had happened--the bad parts, at |least--had faded was |ike a scary
dream sonething brushed away in the light. Yet there were scars,

cal lused places inside him inside soul that would never be the sane
again. Sonetimes, his window at the fam liar scenes, everything | ooked
strange--frightening.

And he felt, every once in a while, that sonething was alnost i the tip
of his nental tongue, something trying to speak. To sonething he
al ready knew, if he could only remenber.

Tabitha told himit was stress, and it would fade, but he de red Cat
was nore direct, and her' therapy nore but even with her he sensed the
st rangeness and a grow ng tance.

Peopl e thrown together by storns, changed and changed and now, with the
stornms subsiding, lives to pick up. He if he would be in the life Cat
eventual |y chose.

Sonehow, he doubted it, and somehow, he thought it matter, and that in
the end he would be grateful for what he had,

The only real nightmares he still suffered were of Jonathan's fingers,
twitching like blind wornms, dead. He shivered as h thought of that.
"Sell the place, Mom Really," he said. He flashed on the cabin,. on
fire spitting fromthe darkness. Let that one fade, too.

He settled back against the sofa, half-drowsy. He'd been sleeping a
ot since their return. Then, for sone reason, as he drifted hal fway
bet ween sl eep and waki ng, he renenbered the message



Crisp and straightforward, typically nmlitary. Fromthe Space
Acadeny. "Dear Applicant:

W will be happy to process your application. Unfortunately, there is
an error. The match between Carl Endicott's genotype and your own is
incorrect. Please supply the correct genotype as soon as possible, so
that we may continue with the application procedure. Sincerely,

Ofice of the ConmandanF
So Carl was not his real father, and w thout knowi ng who was, he

couldn't get into the Academy. He had not even the glimering of an
answer, but sonehow, this didn't disturb him

For there was an answer, somewhere, and he would find it. In the
meantime, as for the rest of it... Once again, whispering in the
shadows of his mnd, he heard it, Carl Endicott's voice: | |love you

nore than life itself.." you believe that, don't you?

"Yes, Dad," he nurnured to hinmself. "I do. And | |ove you, too.

Not everything was bl ood. Soretines, it was only |love. And sonetines,
| ove had to be enough



A whol e quadrant surroundi ng the disaster had been bl ocked off by Con
Fleet but it was a vast area of space, not easily policed.

The alien shadow craft protected by technol ogi es only vaguely
understood by the scientists of the fleet, had no trouble penetrating
into the heart of that region, where the debris fromthe death of
Conmsat still whirled in dangerous nael strons.

The little vessel crept along, picking, choosing, tasting, sanpling.
Inside, a certain cold watchful ness... Not know ng, only guessing. But
possi bl e, possible. And if it was true On the third day one of the
grappling nets hauled in a piece of charred weckage about the size of
a small refrigerator. It took another day for the analysis to bear
fruit, but when it did Ch what a harvest.

A fragnment hovered, cradled in a magneto-gravi tic beam bathed in
harsh, blue-white |ight.

The cl aw was scal ed, one of five at the end of a slick, snooth,

brown tentacle. GCently, the claw touched the remant.

So nuch!
The voice, deep, breathy, like the scrape of dry |eather over wet
stone, murmuring to itself, soft with triunph-"Ahhhhh. " The boy.

Fi nd the boy.



Bl BLI OGRAPHY

Sone good all-around texts explaining nost of the concepts of genetics,
cell structure, DNA, and chronmpsones used in Delta Search are:

Amazi ng Schemes Wthin Your Genes, by Frances R Balkwill | and Mc
Rol ph (lllustrator), Library Binding, published by Carolrhoda Books,
Cct ober 1993. | SBN: 0876148046.

Cenetics & Human Health: A Journey Wthin, by Faith H ckman Brynie,
Li brary Bi ndi ng, published by MII|brook Press, 1995.

| SBN: 1562945459,

Ceneti cs (Breakt hrough), by Tony Hooper, Library Binding, published by
Rai ntree/ St eck Vaughn, 1993. | SBN: 0811423328.

Signs of Life: The Language and Meani ngs of DNA, by Robert Poll ack,
publ i shed by Houghton M fflin Conpany, 1994.

| SBN: 0395644984. '



Bl BLI OGRAPHY

W now live in a tinme when not only paper and print are sources of
information, so | amincluding references to data available in other
medi unms, such as CD-ROM and the Wrld Wde Web. In The M crosoft
Bookshel f version of The Conci se Col unbi a Encycl opedi a, Col unbi a

Uni versity Press, Copyright 1995 by Col unbia University Press, use the
"find" function to reference: CGenetics IIIlI;1fl:;1l Genetic Engineering
Bi ot echnol ogy JS. Pharmng :3 Ml ecular Biology "fIS"

On the Wrld Wde Web', current resources are: fro m

Primer on Mol ecul ar Genetics Type: world w de web Audi ence: bionedi cal
researchers, science educators, |1g blotechnol ogl sts, biologists Access:
http://ww. gdb. or g/ Dan/ DOE/ i ntro. ht m

Enbraci ng Change with All Four Arnms Type: world wi de web Audi ence:
anti-genetics engi neers % Access: 'Il-"1 'la http: /
/ ccnme- mac4. bsd. uchi cago. edu/ JCV/ JGeneTech. htm

Enbraci ng Change with All Four Arnms is the title of a paper defending
the field of genetic engineering. It exam nes the various argunents
agai nst gene research and offers counter argunments and reasons that
many comonly held fears are unfounded. Also linked to this paper is
the Genome Project (a research programto map DNA sequences) and a
primer on genetic engineering and its possible benefits to humans.

"Caution: WWVsites change with great frequency. You may al so use one
of the WWVsearch engines |ike Yahoo! or Alta Vista to search on
genetics, biotechnology, or the like; all references here are taken
fromthe Mcrosoft Bookshelf Internet Directory 96-97 edited by Kevin
Savet z.
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DELTA SEARCH

basi c text on nanotechnol ogy is: ;

xler, Eric. Engines of Creation. Anchor Books, 1987. |SBN: 99732. -
sel |l ent nanot echnol ogy site on the Wrld Wde Wb (found by Alta Vista
to search on "nanotechnol ogy") is: .?

) : // al pha. genebee. nmsu. su/ nanotech/ntmracle. htm %

You will find a good basic overview of nanotechnol ogy, as well ny links
to other sites dealing with the subject, s
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