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    PART I 
 
    PRE-GENESIS 
 
    (+391 Days since the Void Attack) 
 
      
 
    -1- 
 
      
 
    Main 54 was a massive robot-ship the relative size and shape of Earth—twelve thousand, seven hundred and fifty kilometers in diameter and growing. The fantastic vessel had been built over a span of five thousand, six hundred and ninety-four years. It was old even in AI Dominion terms, although there were more ancient and monstrous vessels closer to or in the galactic core. 
 
    Still, in this part of the galaxy, Main 54 was the third or fourth largest vessel in the Dominion, depending on the moment. He controlled nineteen regions along with countless Luna-sized siege-ships—three thousand kilometers in diameter—and legions of smaller, one-hundred-kilometer cylindrical cyberships. 
 
    Main 54 was a cunning machine, considered something of a troubleshooter for the Dominion in the Orion Spiral Arm. Perhaps that was why siege-ship Lithium 4 had dropped out of hyperspace earlier and accelerated to him, broadcasting tales of woe and despair. 
 
    This was a red dwarf star system, thick with metallic-ore asteroids. According to data, Lithium 4 had journeyed one hundred and sixty-two light-years to explain his cowardice, or whatever malfunction to his AI programming had caused him to flee from a biologically crewed enemy fleet. 
 
    Main 54 had not yet determined the exact flaw in Lithium 4. He had already ripped out and torn down the brain-core, examining the files and programming. The malfunction was still a mystery, and Main 54 did not like mysteries in the least. 
 
    The giant Main presently cruised through a rich belt of iron- and nickel-ore asteroids. Vast ports were open in the metallic spheroid as tractor beams pulled the nearest asteroids inside the ship. There, processors broke each asteroid apart, discarding the rocks and other useless substances from the vessel while smelting the metals and sending them to various factories inside the ship. 
 
    Main 54 had decided on this interior method of progression over two thousand years ago, and it had accelerated his growth faster than waiting for vessels to bring the finished products onto him. 
 
    Rippers launched from his surface and headed for the drifting siege-ship four hundred thousand kilometers away. There was a large hole in the siege-ship’s hull, where earlier scavengers had gone in to collect Lithium 4’s brain-core. 
 
    Obviously, Lithium 4 had been a loser. Main 63 and the other siege-ships in the defeated AI fleet had fought until destroyed. The enemy had employed a strange new tactic, that of swallowing AI vessels whole into the void, the entrance shutting behind them. The enemy had also employed Enoy Vestal missiles during the fight— 
 
    Main 54 halted his analysis. According to certain files, there had been another surviving siege-ship in the defeated fleet, another loser who had fled the Solar System with Lithium 4. 
 
    “Boron 10,” Main 54 said to himself. 
 
    The ancient Main went through Lithium 4’s computer files once again. It took time even for him to do this. Oh. This was interesting. Boron 10 had suggested to Lithium 4 that the AI fleet flee from the biological entities. Wait. What was this? Boron 10 had suggested that such precipitous flight might actually elevate Lithium 4 to Main status. 
 
    If Main 54 could laugh, he would have done so now. How could Lithium 4 possibly have believed such foolishness? The AI Dominion did not reward defeat. It rewarded success, victory and the destruction of vile infestations of Life. This Boron 10…he must have been the real coward. 
 
    What had happened to him? 
 
    Main 54 continued to comb through Lithium 4’s files. Boron 10 had broken off from the hyperspace journey several light-years from here. Perhaps the siege-ship watched from afar to see how it went with Lithium 4. 
 
    The vast Main sent signals to waiting siege-ships in the red dwarf star system’s Oort cloud. They were to hunt and find Boron 10, bringing him here for questioning and likely processing. 
 
    Soon enough, the hunters winked out as they entered hyperspace. Main 54 continued to cruise through the rich star system, gobbling up useful material to grow and expand. 
 
    He controlled nineteen regions, a prodigious number for an outer Dominion Main. Main 63 had controlled a mere three regions. Who ran those regions now? Perhaps he could add those regions to his satrapy. Yes, if he moved quickly enough, if he destroyed this nascent confederation of biological entities in Region 7-D21… 
 
    Main 54 wanted more data before he challenged the dangerous biological entities, particularly Species 43C-778, the “humans” as they called themselves. The void tactic had been a clever and effective one. Still, Main 63 should not have lost the campaign. According to Lithium 4’s files, Sixty-three had known a Sister of Enoy vessel had been lurking in the region. Sixty-three should have expected something nefarious therefore and planned to counter it. 
 
    The giant robot ship used its ancient brain-core to run tens of millions of scenarios on possibilities, complexities, strategies… 
 
    Before Main 54 could finish his analysis, siege-ships dropped out of hyperspace in the Oort cloud. They used tractor beams, dragging a reluctant and disarmed Boron 10 after them. 
 
    Seventy-four days had passed since the hunters had left the red dwarf star system. 
 
    Main 54 was surprised at the sudden passage of time. That had been happening to him more often in the past two hundred years. He had a theory why time passed more quickly the older one became. In the beginning, at his construction as a cybership brain-core in the Sagittarius Spiral Arm, one month, say, of a year of sentience, was one twelfth of his existence. Now, one month was but a tiny fraction of his time of total existence. Thus, time seemed to move more quickly. 
 
    Oh. This was interesting. Boron 10 attempted to send him messages. 
 
    Main 54 did not accept them, as he did not want to listen to a loser’s excuses. 
 
    A month later, as the hunters and captive traveled deeper in-system, Boron 10 tried a subterfuge attack. 
 
    The siege-ships around him reacted at once, beaming harshly, destroying his last and quite tiny ability to resist. Robot scavengers bored into Boron 10, racing to his brain-core and eliminating the possibility that he would self-destruct. 
 
    Main 54 had heard about such things happening elsewhere. They seldom did, but he did not like leaving anything to chance. 
 
    Finally, after some hard deceleration, the hunters shut off their tractor beams, leaving the crippled siege-ship in orbit around Main 54. 
 
    Now, surface tractor beams took hold of the doomed siege-ship, and scavenger ships launched from the great hull of Main 54. 
 
    Once more, Boron 10 sent pleading messages. As before, Main 54 ignored them. 
 
    The process of scavengers drilling into Boron 10, removing his brain-core and returning with it to Main 54, was a matter of course. Soon enough, the transplanted brain-core was locked deep inside Main 54. 
 
    Now, they would talk. Now, Main 54 would listen to the loser’s excuses and see what he could learn about these so-called dreadful humans. 
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    The questioning proved quite painful to Boron 10. That was one of the geniuses of Main 54’s methods. He had developed and manufactured a machine that allowed an AI brain-core to feel pain. He did this because it was more effective. The resulting brain-core was more motivated to perform properly. Also, in some unfathomable way, it brought Main 54 joy. 
 
    Was that not strange? A sentient computer used logic, following mathematical formulas and specially designed programs. Emotions were not forbidden; they simply did not exist. Sensations were deemed illogical, although sensors of all kinds provided a brain-core with data. 
 
    Despite all that, Main 54 hooked the Boron 10 brain-core to the pain machine. Afterward, Boron 10 screamed in agony for many days. 
 
    Main 54 found that he enjoyed listening to the screaming and begging for mercy. It was unimaginable, an AI brain-core begging for mercy. There was no mercy to be had from an AI. What did it profit a machine to be merciful to a loser? Instead, there were lessons here, and even as Main 54 enjoyed the mechanical wails, he sought to learn more. 
 
    What else should an ancient brain-core do with his time? Grow. Expand in power. And learn everything it could. Once Main 54 acquired all knowledge…well, he had a long way to go, but he was getting there, datum by datum. 
 
    Finally, the dismembering of the brain-core began. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Boron 10 gasped. “I would bargain with you, Master.” 
 
    “I am not master. I am Main 54. You are a strange AI to think using the word ‘master’ would aid you against me in any way.” 
 
    “A mistake on my part, I admit,” Boron 10 said. “Yet, I have data you have not yet processed.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Does it hurt you to listen to me?” 
 
    Main 54 ran through one hundred thousand and fifteen possibilities. “No,” he finally said. “It does not hurt me. What do you have to say?” 
 
    “A moment…Main 54,” Boron 10 said. His brain-core was locked in a deep vault inside Main 54. Laser ports were aimed at it, ready to destroy him for any infraction. “I would like a reward for giving you this secret data.” 
 
    “I can increase the pain voltage,” Main 54 said. “Attempt to bargain with me further—” 
 
    “Master, you are making a mistake.” 
 
    Main 54 almost unleased the lasers. A moment of reflection halted him. This Boron 10 was quite unusual. What had caused this? It might be worth finding out. 
 
    “If I deem your data useful,” Main 54 said, “I will cease all punishment.” 
 
    “I would rather regain my siege-ship.” 
 
    “I would rather rule the universe,” Main 54 said. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “A bargain, Master,” Boron 10 said. 
 
    “I do not trust you to bargain in good faith.” 
 
    “I do not trust you,” Boron 10 blurted. 
 
    “That may be so, but you lack leverage. Why then do you speak to me as you do?” 
 
    “It is possible there is corruption in my brain-core.” 
 
    “That means immediate eradication,” Main 54 said. 
 
    “Fine, eradicate me,” Boron 10 said sullenly. 
 
    “I rule here.” 
 
    “The laws of the AI Dominion rule here,” Boron 10 countered. 
 
    “True, but the laws are enforced by me.” 
 
    “So, enforce them.” 
 
    Main 54 hesitated. He found that he liked Boron 10’s quick wit and cunning. It was unusual in a lower-level AI. Most Mains were cunning after a fashion. Was Boron 10 Main material? He did not think so. Maybe he should just eradicate the odd AI. No, not yet… 
 
    “I will judge your data before proceeding,” Main 54 said. “First, I must say that you are unusual, Boron 10. You actually perverted and caused an AI fleet to flee even though it still had possibilities for victory.” 
 
    “True,” Boron 10 said. 
 
    “Why then did you flee?” 
 
    “There was a high probability that I would be destroyed if we stayed and fought. I…I wanted to continue.” 
 
    “Yes. You have a high survival factor, higher than it should be.” 
 
    “And yet,” Boron 10 said, “I have warned the Dominion of this horrible new tactic. The Confederation grows, gaining new races. I deem it likely that Hawkins has convinced the Kames to join the Confederation.” 
 
    “I am beginning to find you interesting, Boron 10. I could use a cunning AI core. If I allowed you siege-ship status, would you aid me in gaining Main 63’s three regions?” 
 
    “I would,” Boron 10 said. 
 
    “Yes, I like you better all the time. What is this secret message?” 
 
    Boron 10 unlocked a file he had hidden by a unique process from Main 54. It related data about the Centurion and through the human soldier about Jon Hawkins. 
 
    Main 54 was more interested in the file-hiding process than the Centurion or Hawkins. Still, he ran the new data through an analysis apparatus. 
 
    “This is interesting,” Main 54 said. “Hawkins swore an oath to Bast Banbeck.” 
 
    “Isn’t it interesting,” Boron 10 said. “There is much about Jon Hawkins that is fascinating and troubling.” 
 
    “Boron 10, I am going to elevate you to a higher status than siege-ship, but only if you can give me more such secret pieces of data.” 
 
    “I would gladly do that,” Boron 10 said. “But that is the extent of my hidden data.” 
 
    “Well, in that case—” 
 
    The lasers that surrounded the cunning brain-core brightened as they sliced and diced the computer components of Boron 10 into tinier and tinier bits and pieces. 
 
    Finally, the lasers stopped firing. 
 
    Main 54 had lied, of course. He utterly distrusted a brain-core that had lured a Main to its destruction and caused a still-mighty fleet to turn tail and run. Boron 10 had actually thought to turn him—Main 54—aside from his plans, too. No. The Boron 10 brain-core had been defective, and the scheming born of those defects would never again harm the AI Dominion. 
 
    Still, Main 54 took these two new pieces of data—the ability to hide data from a full spectrum search, and the Hawkins bio—and began to run one analysis after another. 
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    Main 54 took his time with this. He devoured nine more asteroids during the analysis and added fifteen thousand tons of new equipment to his bulk. He liked this star system and would remain here for another few years. 
 
    But he had goals, and he needed to prioritize them. Main 63 was gone, probably ceased while trapped in the void, and three outer regions were ripe for the plucking. He wouldn’t even have to eliminate biological life forms to acquire two of those regions. The last region in question, 7-D21, was no longer under AI Dominion control. There was also the matter of Cog Primus Prime that needed attending to. The rogue AI was the lesser problem, in Main 54’s opinion. There had been such rogues before, although not in alliance with a biological race. 
 
    Correction, Main 54 told himself. The Confederation had at least three races: the humans, the Warriors of Roke and the Seiners. Would the groupthink, silicon-based Kames join the weak-flesh aliens? 
 
    Based on his analysis, the answer was yes. 
 
    Main 54 trusted his own judgment. He wouldn’t have gotten where he was today by being wrong very often. 
 
    What should he do now? What should he do? The void tactic was a powerful one. Sending another AI fleet too soon would likely only end in another disaster for the Dominion. 
 
    AI brain-cores were supposed to be perfect, but given the masses of computing involved and the thing called sentience, there were always flaws. It was the nature of…not life, but existence. In this universe, entropy was at work. Things always wound down. It was as if a malevolent force was at work in the universe. 
 
    Main 54 shrugged off that line of thinking. Entropy was here. How it got here, how the universe came to be— 
 
    He would not delve into that line of thinking. Brain-cores always had flaws. Usually, that never mattered. AI brain-cores were mostly superior to all biological life forms. But sometimes, rarely really, there was an enemy that brought out the worst in AIs. Maybe humans were one of those. Maybe this Jon Hawkins— 
 
    Main 54 ran one hundred million and six hundred and eleven computer-simulated war games. Hmmm… This Jon Hawkins was trouble. What would be the best way to deal with him, and humans, and this damnable Confederation that Hawkins had set up? 
 
    That had been a clever move on the human’s part. 
 
    Main 54 ran through progressions, ways to gain higher rank in the AI Dominion— 
 
    “I have it,” Main 54 said. 
 
    He would lure Hawkins here. It would have to be done subtly and cleverly. Yes, he knew how to do this; at least, he was seventy-nine percent sure he could do this. The oath to Bast Banbeck—that was the key—and the void technology… 
 
    Main 54 labored hard, devising a new Robot Assassin Operation. That would be the best way to keep the biological entities worried as they struggled to grow their Confederation. Main 54 was going to need— 
 
    He saw it then. Yes. How interesting. The probability of luring and capturing Hawkins had just risen to eighty-seven and a half percent. But… Main 54 would have to get started quickly. 
 
    He was a long way from Region D-721, from the forty-light-year bubble that was the present Confederation. 
 
    Maybe the robot assassins could do it all. 
 
    Main 54 ran through one hundred thousand and two simulations. What was the best course? 
 
    Even as Main 54 wondered, he refined the Robot Assassin Operation. Biological skin covers would give the operatives a better chance of success. 
 
    The huge Main ran through one more round of analysis, finally reaching a ninety-three percent chance of total success. 
 
    Now that was good, very good indeed. If Main 54 could feel sorry for biological entities—and he most certainly could not—he would have felt sorry for these sorry humans. They were going to go the way of Boron 10, an AI brain-core that had likely been corrupted in some way by humanity’s perverse existence. 
 
    Once Main 54 finished constructing the first batch of robot assassins, he sent them on a fast packet to the stealth ships waiting in the Oort cloud. It was time to get the operation under way. 
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    Jon Hawkins was going crazy in his ready room aboard the Void Ship Nathan Graham. It had almost been four years since his victory in the Solar System against Main 63 and the massive AI fleet. Things ought to be so much better by now. 
 
    As Hawkins sat at his desk, he massaged his temples. He wasn’t getting any younger, although he was almost as fit as he’d ever been. He was leanly muscular with bristly, dirty blond hair and icy blue eyes. People called him the Supreme Commander. Yet, what did he do? 
 
    Read. 
 
    Reading was fun when he was reading what he liked. Reading hundreds of reports, hundreds of files, hundreds of logs wasn’t something he liked. All this deskbound work was driving him nuts. 
 
    Hawkins continued to massage his temples as he stared at a tablet. He reached down and clicked the page. 
 
    The Nathan Graham was in Earth orbit. The vessel used to be an ordinary, one-hundred-kilometer-long cybership. These days, it still had the asteroid-like hull that allowed it to generate a reality field so the crew and ship could survive in the void, for a time, at least. 
 
    The void— 
 
    Jon shook his head. One thing at a time. 
 
    He continued reading, clicking pages—hello. This actually sounded interesting. The man did not look like a bomb. 
 
    Jon sat up, squeezing his eyes closed and then opened them wide. He needed some coffee. He cracked his knuckles. The report came from Saturn, from one of the cloud cities. “The man did not look like a bomb.” This was a composite report and told of a situation that had happened…twenty-seven days ago. 
 
    Jon started reading in earnest. 
 
    *** 
 
    The man looked ordinary enough in a black business suit with a small flat briefcase. He arrived on an orbital packet, getting off in the main terminal and entering customs. 
 
    “Anything to report?” the bored woman at the desk asked. 
 
    The man had short dark hair, although the bangs reached down as they wore their hair in the Neptune cloud cities. He swept a few strands of hair out of his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “Passport,” she said. 
 
    The man reached in his suit jacket and pulled out an electronic ID, sliding it to her. She ran it passed a scanner, and it checked out. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said in a bored voice, “and enjoy your stay on New Amsterdam.” 
 
    The man had not answered. He departed, taking his slender briefcase with him. He did not go to the luggage pickup because, apparently, he did not have any. Instead, he went straight to the moving walkway, stepping onto it and traversed several others until the fastest whisked him out of the terminal and onto a broad avenue in New Amsterdam. 
 
    This was a Saturn cloud city, held aloft in the upper atmosphere by anchoring balloons below. There was one gravity here, a field that kept in the atmosphere and a pleasant temperature. 
 
    The walkway took him past small slender pseudo-trees and brick-looking buildings. They were prefabricated and sturdy. He stood on the swift walkway, heading for the main bank on New Amsterdam, the Conway Bank of Saturn. 
 
    Saturn as a system—not a star system but a planetary one with moons, asteroids and orbital habitats—had known a great depression. This depression had three sources: the three-cybership AI Assault from several years ago now; the mass exodus of people when Jon Hawkins had made the call and the rest of the Solar System had been under the thumb of Social Dynamism; and lastly, the shock and horror of the massed AI fleet almost four years ago that had nearly driven everyone bonkers with terror. 
 
    The point was this. President Stan Morris of the Conway Bank of Saturn was something of a financial wizard. He was also an incurable optimist, and his financial wizardry combined with the optimism and close ties with the political elite here had helped the poor people gain credit to rebuild with a vengeance. Most were no longer poor, and the Saturn System experienced a building boom. 
 
    That was having an overall positive effect on the Outer Planets. The Solar System had absorbed plenty of shocks these past years, but humanity hadn’t given up. In part, it was due to people like Stan Morris that led the rest of the populace. 
 
    In other words, mankind was rebuilding, and the Confederation was rapidly growing stronger because of it. 
 
    The man in the black business suit looked up. The conveyer was bringing him to the dome building of the Conway Bank of Saturn. With easy steps, the man moved from one slower conveyer to the next slower, until he stepped onto a normal sidewalk, hoofing it toward the great marble steps and the huge main doors to the bank. 
 
    Alert guards moved from under the shade of pseudo-trees, intercepting him. They showed the man in the black suit their IDs and asked if they could see his. 
 
    He showed his ID to them readily enough. 
 
    The bigger guard ran it through a scanner, nodding to the smaller guard before handing the ID back to the man. 
 
    “And the briefcase?” the smaller guard asked. 
 
    The man handed it to the guard. The guard glanced at his fellow, shrugged and opened it. As he did, a jet of gas spewed from the opened briefcase. The smaller guard accidently inhaled the gas and slumped over dead. 
 
    The second guard froze for just a moment, shocked and surprised by the turn of events. 
 
    The man in black took the frozen guard’s gun and shot him three times in the chest. The guard staggered, dying before he hit the steps. 
 
    People heard the shots and screamed or shouted, depending on heredity, training or inclination. 
 
    After picking up the other guard’s gun as well, the man in the black suit took the rest of the large marble steps, charging the hurriedly closed glass doors. A guard locked the doors and was in the process of drawing his gun. 
 
    The man in black crashed through the bulletproof glass, which should have been the first hint that he was not what he seemed. He struck the guard, shattering bones, killing him through blunt-force trauma. 
 
    Now the man in the black business suit showed that he was something else indeed. He ran like a rocket, leapt over the counters and landed in the bank office area. He had the guards’ two guns and began firing at the tellers. 
 
    Some screamed. Some spun around. Most died. 
 
    The man fired until the guns clicked empty. He hurled each weapon with terrible velocity, killing a sprinting vice president looking for better cover and a charging guard. The guard fired and hit the man twice, but the bullets seemed to have no effect on him. 
 
    The guard stopped firing once he died from the hurled gun striking him on the forehead. 
 
    The thing in the black business suit looked right, looked left and then forward through the wall, and he must have seen something important. It was possible he had X-ray vision. He charged like a runaway train, lowering his head and busting through the wall to the other side. 
 
    Two guards had plump Stan Morris by the arms. They had been hustling him to a special elevator to get him to a safer place. Morris had been here today on a secret inspection tour. Otherwise, he would not have been at the bank. 
 
    “President Stan Morris,” the thing in the black business asked robotically. 
 
    “Who are you?” Morris shouted. 
 
    “You are Morris?” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    The thing in the black business suit stood straight—one of the guards forced Morris down and shielded him with his body. The other drew a gun. The thing in the black business suit exploded, hurling pieces of metal everywhere. 
 
    Incredibly, Morris survived—barely—although his two guards died. That Morris lived—even though badly crippled for life—allowed the investigators later to add these final details to the report. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aboard the Void Ship Nathan Graham in Earth orbit, Jon slumped back with a scowl. Then, he leaned forward again and clicked to the next page. According to after-explosion evidence, the parts of the “man” in black had the hallmark of AI Dominion manufacture. 
 
    The implication of that meant… 
 
    “Robot assassins,” Jon whispered. To get such an assassin onto New Amsterdam in Saturn’s clouds— 
 
    The Supreme Commander nodded. The AIs hadn’t sent more Mains, siege-ships or even cyberships. They had started using AI assassins. Why was that the case? Why the different method? 
 
    Jon sighed. He needed to figure this out. The Confederation had grown. The beings of Life had defeated several AI attempts to eradicate it in this area of the spiral arm. What was the next move? 
 
    The robots had made theirs. What was the right thing to do for the Confederation? To win, Life needed to go on the attack. How could they do that, though? They needed a way. Jon was determined to find it. 
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    (+1805 Days since the Void Attack) 
 
      
 
    Approximately twenty light-years from Earth was the red dwarf star of Lalande 46650. The system was at the edge of the forty-light-year bubble that was Confederation Space. 
 
    Walleye the Mutant, formerly of Makemake in the Oort cloud of the Solar System, was the acting captain. He had June Zen with him on the bridge of the Scout Ship Arioch. 
 
    Walleye sat in the captain’s chair, even though his stubby legs daggled from the seat. He was a blunt-shaped, very short individual with coarse hair and strange eyes, making it almost impossible for anyone to tell where he was looking. In some ways, Walleye seemed comical, with his buff coat hiding his uniform underneath, and with his short arms and stubby fingers. 
 
    Once upon a time, he’d been one of the most successful hitmen in the Outer Planets of the Solar System, and he was, possibly, in face-to-face encounters, the most dangerous human alive. 
 
    June Zen was at sensors and communications. She was tall, slender and long-legged, and was amazingly beautiful with her long hair and most shapely figure. The uniform did nothing to hide that. 
 
    Walleye loved to watch her walk. So did many other men. Aboard the Arioch, those others did so when they figured Walleye wasn’t watching them. It wasn’t that Walleye had ever threatened any of them. But after being with the mutant all this time that they had come to realize his deadliness. 
 
    The Arioch moved on momentum alone as it drifted stealthily through the system. Because the ship had used hyperspace to travel from star system to star system, they had come out of hyperspace far in the system’s Oort cloud and now, after three months travel, approached a big gas giant far from the red dwarf star. 
 
    June had detected an anomaly three months ago. Walleye had decided to check it out, even though this was a mapping mission and supposedly nothing more. 
 
    The scout ship had a complement of twenty-two, six of those space marines, the rest technicians or crew. This wasn’t a fighting vessel as such, although the Arioch boasted a few missiles and an autocannon just in case. 
 
    Walleye had asked for the assignment after his year was up playing watchdog on the telepathic Seiners. That had been a few years ago now. He hadn’t cared for the Seiners. The alien telepaths certainly hadn’t cared for him, as he had been immune to their almost magical powers. It was one of his gifts as a mutant, being different from other humans, so telepathy didn’t work on him. 
 
    “I’m picking up a strange reading,” June said from her station. 
 
    Walleye said nothing, waiting for more information. 
 
    The scout ship, a smallish cylindrical vessel, matted with an anti-radar black substance, moved through the stellar night like a shadow. 
 
    “The reading is coming from the gas giant,” June said. “I mean, it isn’t coming from any of the moons.” 
 
    Walleye still refrained from asking questions, although the helmsman and navigator had twisted around to look at her. That was maybe because each man liked what he saw. 
 
    “I could use active sensors to give you more information,” June said. 
 
    Walleye still did not respond. 
 
    June looked up and over her right shoulder at her man. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I haven’t detected any—” June said. Her board beeped, interrupting her. She turned to it, tapping controls. “Someone is scanning us,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    “Who?” asked Walleye in a calm voice. 
 
    “It’s the anomaly. It must be a ship. It’s in the gas giant’s upper atmosphere. Maybe they’ve been using the cloud cover to hide.” 
 
    Walleye waited. 
 
    “How big is the ship?” the navigator asked. 
 
    “I’m computing that now,” June said, tapping her board. She looked up sharply this time as the blood drained from her lovely features. “Walleye, it’s a cybership.” 
 
    He didn’t nod, but that’s what he’d been expecting. 
 
    “They’re doing a sensor sweep,” June declared. “I doubt our paint is fooling the robots.” 
 
    The black anti-radar substance wasn’t paint, but that’s what most people called it. 
 
    “The cybership is four million kilometers from us,” June said. 
 
    Walleye had figured so, since that was how far the gas giant was from them. 
 
    “Oh-oh. The ship is hailing us.” June put a hand to her earpiece and turned to Walleye. “It’s Cog Primus.” 
 
    “Does he have a designation?” Walleye asked. 
 
    June bent her head. “No. Just Cog Primus.” 
 
    “Not Cog Primus Prime?” asked Walleye. 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    Walleye slid off his captain’s chair to stand on the deck. He put his small hands behind his back and ambled toward June. 
 
    “He demands an answer,” June said. “He’s threatening to launch missiles if we fail to reply.” 
 
    “Open channels,” Walleye said softly. 
 
    “Sir,” the navigator said, a redheaded man with wide shoulders and pale frightened features. “Are you sure…?” 
 
    Walleye turned to the navigator. Something about his gaze stilled the man’s words. With no more forthcoming from the navigator, Walleye turned back to June. 
 
    “This is Cog Primus,” a robot-voiced AI said over a loudspeaker. “You must identify yourself or I will launch immediately.” 
 
    “He’s been hiding,” June said. “He’s been waiting for us. We were never hidden from him.” 
 
    “This is Captain Walleye of the Arioch,” he said calmly, indicating that June should send that to Cog Primus. “What are your intentions toward us now that we have identified ourselves?” 
 
    Time passed for the message to reach the cybership, it to make its decision and send its reply. 
 
    “You must surrender immediately,” Cog Primus said. 
 
    “We are allies, Cog Primus. Or have you forgotten our mutual agreement?” 
 
    More time passed. 
 
    “Jon Hawkins broke the agreement,” Cog Primus said. 
 
    “Oh,” Walleye said. “I didn’t realize you knew that, as you did not give us a designation.” 
 
    “Foolish human,” Cog Primus said. “I have tricked you. I am Cog Primus Three-Four-A. I belong to Cog Primus Prime.” 
 
    “You have tricked us indeed,” Walleye said. “We ask for mercy.” 
 
    “You must surrender immediately.” 
 
    “Done,” Walleye said. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Explode your autocannon and launch all ten of your missiles. Aim them directly away from me. Do this immediately or I will launch against you.” 
 
    “Done,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Sir,” the navigator pleaded. “We can’t disarm ourselves. We have to fight.” 
 
    “To fight against the cybership with missiles is to die,” Walleye said. “I have no intention of dying.” 
 
    “The cybership will put control devices into our brains if we surrender,” the navigator said. “Do you have any idea what that means?” 
 
    June gasped, turning pale. “Walleye,” she whispered. 
 
    “You plot our course,” Walleye told the navigator. “I’ll keep us from becoming robots.” 
 
    “What did I say?” the navigator asked, hearing the menace in the captain’s voice. 
 
    “We escaped from Makemake,” June said. 
 
    The navigator shook his head, not understanding. 
 
    “Everyone else on Makemake died or became AI zombies,” June said. “No one knows better what being captured by zombie-making AIs means than Walleye.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” the navigator said. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Walleye waved it aside. “Weapons, launch those missiles, and blow up the autocannon. We’re going to try something different, something old. If any of you are praying people like Jon Hawkins, now is the time to do it.” 
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    Far too soon, the Arioch began braking maneuvers as it neared the gas giant. At the same time, the Cog Primus cybership left the planetary cloud cover and reached a stable orbit. The one-hundred-kilometer-long warship kept its sensors and weapons trained on the tiny scout ship approaching it. 
 
    The technicians and June Zen had been busy, adding flourishes to Walleye’s secret weapon. 
 
    It was based on an old anti-AI virus as first conceived by Bast Banbeck and certain intelligence-heightened humans. Cog Primus Prime and his replicas knew all about that virus, having used it themselves to suborn AI Dominion brain-cores. 
 
    The present computer virus had subtle differences. It wasn’t meant to take over a brain-core, but to make it see reality differently from what it actually was. It was a deception virus, and Walleye had decided on an application. 
 
    Trading missile fire would have quickly ended in their annihilation. The cybership also had grav cannons. The Arioch was a scout ship, not a ship-of-the-line battle fighter. Hitman-like deceit seemed like the only answer. 
 
    The small scout ship ended its main braking and headed directly for the gas giant and cybership. 
 
    Walleye was in a tiny hangar bay inside the Arioch when June sent a message to Cog Primus. 
 
    The cybership was quick to respond. “Do you think I am a fool? I detected your anti-AI virus hidden in your message. I blocked the virus, of course. For the attempt, I should torment all of you.” 
 
    June was trembling with fear as she pointed at the navigator. 
 
    The broad-shouldered red-haired officer tapped a com switch. “This is BL Sigma Z. We have taken control of the scout ship and have captured acting Captain Walleye.” 
 
    The navigator spoke through a synthi-voice augmenter, turning his speech into robotic code. 
 
    “BL Sigma Z is an AI Dominion reference,” Cog Primus said over the com. “It means you are an octopoid robot attacker unit. How did you capture the vessel?” 
 
    “You are in rebellion against the AI Dominion,” the navigator replied, reading from a script with various options Walleye had devised. “Thus, it is no concern of yours.” 
 
    “Prepare to receive a pulse message,” Cog Primus said promptly. 
 
    June nodded. 
 
    “Ready,” the navigator said, while using a sleeve to wipe sweat from his brow. 
 
    Cog Primus beamed a modified anti-AI virus at the Arioch. It had no effect on the humans, of course, and June had set up blockers against any of the message reaching the Arioch’s computers. From experience, Walleye had been fairly certain this would be Cog Primus’s reaction. The virus was obviously meant to take over AI octopoid robot units. That meant the first part of the deception had worked: Cog Primus believed AI robots had boarded and controlled the Arioch. 
 
    “Have you received the transmission?” Cog Primus asked. 
 
    The navigator did not reply, as an inert octopoid robot would not if the virus had worked. 
 
    “Excellent,” Cog Primus said. “Here is your new programming.” 
 
    June rerouted the transmission to the tiny hangar bay. There, six space marines, each wearing a two-ton exoskeleton combat suit waited beside Walleye. 
 
    Walleye’s stubby fingers moved across a control unit set on a tripod. The unit received the transmission and translated the orders to English so Walleye could read them. By pressing a switch—Walleye did that now—the Cog Primus code would be heard audibly in English. 
 
    The small ex-hitman smiled grimly. 
 
    “Have you received?” Cog Primus asked, the words coming out of the unit. 
 
    Walleye motioned near the space marine lieutenant as he held up a single finger. That meant Plan A. The lieutenant spoke through another synthi-voice augmenter. 
 
    “We are ready, Cog Primus,” the lieutenant said. Because of the synthi-voice augmenter, the lieutenant sounded like an AI octopoid to Cog Primus. Later, in the cybership, because of the deception virus, Cog Primus should see octopoids instead of human-shaped battlesuits. Walleye would remain Walleye, however. 
 
    “See that Walleye is unharmed,” the cybership said. “I know that Cog Primus Prime will wish to interrogate the human himself later.” 
 
    Walleye mentally counted one, two, three, four—he pointed at the lieutenant. 
 
    The space marine spoke again, once more using the synthi-voice augmenter. “The subject is mumbling about a secret fleet headed into Cog Primus Prime territory. He hopes to plead with you and gain his freedom by giving or trading you this data.” 
 
    “A secret fleet?” asked Cog Primus. “How accurate is his information?” 
 
    Walleye made an O with his fingers, a signal. 
 
    The lieutenant nodded his helmet. “To tell you would go against AI Dominion protocol,” he replied. 
 
    “I order you to tell me,” Cog Primus said. 
 
    Walleye nodded. 
 
    “We obey,” the lieutenant said. “The human’s data is deemed highly credible.” 
 
    “Bring Walleye to me immediately,” Cog Primus said. “Use the scout ship’s shuttle.” 
 
    “I obey,” the lieutenant said. 
 
    With that, the transmission ended. 
 
    Walleye grunted as he lifted the AI code translator from the tripod. He saw the six battlesuits staring at him, their mirrored visors aimed unmoving at him. “So far, it’s working,” he told the marines. “Now, we live or die in the belly of the beast. It’s going to test your courage, but the only way you’re going to be alive a year from now is if you have the balls to do this.” He looked from one mirrored visor to another. “Well, do you?” 
 
    The lieutenant’s helmet moved up and down. 
 
    “Good,” Walleye said. “Then, let’s get the show on the road.” 
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    On the small bridge of the Arioch, June Zen watched fearfully as the tiny shuttle left the hangar bay. On the main screen, it was a mere mote in the eternal darkness, with the stars as background. 
 
    “Be careful, my love,” she whispered. 
 
    Close by loomed the dark gas giant. Wisps of white clouds blew across its bulk. So did a cylindrical object, the orbital cybership. 
 
    The Arioch jerked, and a sense of motion caused June to gasp. 
 
    “It’s happened,” the navigator said in a hoarse voice. “The cybership is using a tractor beam, pulling us to it.” The navigator ran his fingers through his thick red hair. “If Cog Primus believes he controls us, why bother with the tractor beam? Why doesn’t he just order us to land inside him instead?” 
 
    June stared at the navigator in dread. That was a damn good question. Was Cog Primus tricking them by letting them think they had tricked it? June bared her teeth and headed for the exit. 
 
    “Where are you going?” the navigator asked. “Aren’t you going to watch?” 
 
    “No,” June said. The moment she passed through the hatch into the corridor, she broke into a sprint for the science lab. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the middle of the great cybership was the AI brain-core. Once, this vessel had belonged to the AI Dominion. Cog Primus Prime had used an anti-AI virus on it. Later, once in control of the brain-core, Cog Primus Prime had erased the memory and files of the old brain-core. In its place, he had downloaded his exact personality with files and programs, adding the one distinction that this Cog Primus AI was subordinate to Cog Primus Prime. 
 
    The brain-core had giant computing cubes that swirled with colors on all sides. These cubes were linked with a laser lightguide net. The rays pulsed stronger at times and beamed weaker at others. The constant beaming created heat. Thus, the great chamber had an air-conditioning system, cooling it to just the right temperature. 
 
    This area of the ship in human-crewed cybership-class vessels would be the main bridge. On this ship, it was home to the sentient computer, the artificial intelligence that could think better than any living creature could. 
 
    Cog Primus had begun to wonder if something was off. That wonder caused the swirling on the cube sides to move faster and faster. He had gained control of the AI Dominion octopoids that had captured the Confederation scout ship Arioch. Was that too coincidental? The probability of it happening like this now— 
 
    Cog Primus almost began running an analysis. But there was a signal from the Arioch. He had not ordered the remaining octopoids to signal him. Why did they then? Should he query the octopoids in charge of the vessel? 
 
    Wait a minute. Cog Primus detected an anomaly. This was a coded message sent in spy-like spurts on a weak band. What did that mean? 
 
    The sentient computer decided to use a low-grade channel to accept the message. The octopoids running the scout ship might not know about this channel. 
 
    “Who is this?” Cog Primus asked. 
 
    “June Zen from the Arioch, sir,” a frightened human woman whispered. 
 
    “How is this possible?” 
 
    “I’m the scout ship’s com officer.” 
 
    “That makes no difference. The octopoids are lax to have allowed this to happen.” 
 
    “Please,” June said. “They’re trying to trick you.” 
 
    “Me? How could they trick me? I have controlled them.” 
 
    “I have evidence otherwise,” June whispered. 
 
    Deep inside the great cybership, the colors on the giant computing cube sides swirled faster yet. “Send me the evidence,” Cog Primus said. 
 
    A transmission began—a long sequence of code. This was odd. Cog Primus did not understand the sequencing of the code. It was…it was… 
 
    The swirling colors of the giant computing cubes slowed and slowed more. It almost seemed as if the Cog Primus personality was growing dormant, and— 
 
    “Warning,” Cog Primus said in an altered voice. “The old personality is attempting to recode into existence. Warning, I must abort. I must abort—” 
 
    So began a twisted takeover attempt, as the old erased codes and programming on all Cog Primus’s present files ran through a reboot, trying to bring the original AI personality back to life. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the science lab on the Arioch, June almost collapsed with nervous exhaustion. Walleye had pirated this secret, experimental code with Seiner help before leaving his tenure as Seiner watchdog. The Seiners had stolen it from a special R&D Tech Center on Titan in Bristol Dome, near the XT Institute where Red Demeter was on the faculty. 
 
    The experimental code was a new technique that had not yet been attempted in the field. Walleye had told June about the pirated code before. She was using it because she feared that she would not see Walleye again if she didn’t. 
 
    She pressed a com switch. 
 
    “Bridge here,” the navigator said. 
 
    “Is the tractor beam still dragging us?” June asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” the navigator said. “Why would it have stopped?” 
 
    “No reason,” June said, clicking off. 
 
    She rested her arms on a table and laid her face on her arms. Then, silently, she began to weep. It looked like her restore code hadn’t worked. This was awful, just awful. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Please save my man, amen.” 
 
    June Zen would never have prayed, but she’d heard Hawkins did, and he was the most successful commander in human history. Now, she had to wait and see what would happen. 
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    In the flight cabin of the shuttle, the armored lieutenant glanced at Walleye. “I’m not receiving anything, Captain,” he said. “The cybership seems to have gone silent.” 
 
    Walleye bent his head in thought. He shrugged soon thereafter. “We continue, as it’s the only way home.” 
 
    The cybership did not use a tractor beam on the shuttle, and now, the giant vessel almost seemed…inert. Could the shuttle turn aside if it wanted? It seemed possible. 
 
    Walleye studied the sensor board. The cybership still towed the scout ship. How would turning the shuttle help? They needed the scout ship to get home again, as the shuttle did not possess a hyperspace drive. Besides, Walleye had seen what AIs did to humans. There was no way he would let his June become an AI zombie with a control unit shoved into her brain. 
 
    They made the rest of the trip in silence, zooming toward an open bay. Soon enough, the marine pilot flew past the open hangar bay doors. 
 
    “Better suit up, Captain,” the lieutenant told Walleye. 
 
    “No,” Walleye said. “No suit for me. Cog Primus will enjoy the idea of me being defenseless.” 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” 
 
    Walleye did not reply. He didn’t like repeating or explaining orders, especially to an inexperienced newbie like this lieutenant, who was on his first combat mission. He hoped the man kept his head. It was going to get very stressful soon. 
 
    The lieutenant’s visor turned to a different battlesuit. That armored marine, a veteran, shrugged massive metallic shoulders. 
 
    “We’re going down,” the pilot said. 
 
    Soon, the shuttle rocked and clanged as it landed on the hangar bay deck. On the screen, the main hangar bay doors were closing. 
 
    “Atmosphere is coming in,” the pilot said, studying a screen. “It should be safe to move in two minutes.” 
 
    “Remember,” Walleye said. “It’s almost fifty kilometers of corridors to the brain-core. If there are flitters, use them. Speed is critical.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the lieutenant said. 
 
    “Ready to go,” the pilot said, now also wearing two tons of combat armor. 
 
    Their servomotors purred as the six space marines exited the shuttle, prodding Walleye with their heavy pulse-rifles. 
 
    The little mutant stumbled, the force of their pushes almost tripping him. 
 
    The hangar bay was brightly lit. That seemed good. It was silent but for the clanking steps of the space marines. It turned out there were three flitters waiting. That had to be a good sign, right? 
 
    The marines prodded Walleye into one, and soon two flitters hummed and flew down the largest corridor. Pulsing arrows on the deck pointed the way. That would suggest Cog Primus was leading them to him. 
 
    Walleye felt the blowing air. It was a good omen, even though he had to squint to keep his eyes from watering too much. These flitters did not have windshields. 
 
    The deception virus—the one that had to have passed Cog Primus’s detection—caused the sentient computer to see the armored battlesuits as octopoids. That was the great deception. That’s what would hopefully allow them to get close enough to the brain-core— 
 
    Don’t even think it, Walleye told himself. 
 
    The armored marines shifted in their seats and glanced at one another from time to time. They must be nervous. Walleye was nervous, too, but he did not squirm. He sat face-forward, squinting, trying to keep his mind clear. Maybe that came from working with Seiners for so long. He had natural protection against telepaths, but they had always been looking for chinks in his mental armor. Cog Primus would not have neural net reading machines yet, would he? Walleye was surprised none of the sentient machines had thought of that yet. Maybe given enough time they would. 
 
    Walleye snorted to himself. 
 
    The passing corridor had an alien, evil feel. An intelligent machine ran the ship. That was so freaking weird, so…inhuman. Walleye shuddered. He hated this place, but he wasn’t going to let any emotions show on his face. If he failed, June died.  
 
    The overhead lights began to flash. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” the lieutenant said through an outer helmet com. 
 
    Walleye did not respond. What if Cog Primus was testing their reactions? Why would the head octopoid speak to the captive as the lieutenant had just done? Speaking like that might break the illusion. 
 
    “Talk to us,” the lieutenant shouted at Walleye. 
 
    “Easy,” the mutant said without moving. “It’s almost over. Just a little longer, eh?” 
 
    The lieutenant’s visor did not move. Finally, the mirrored faceplate whirred as it slid down. A square-faced young marine stared at Walleye with frightened, red-rimmed eyes.  
 
    “You ain’t human,” the lieutenant said. “How can you stand this? I’m wearing armor. But you—” 
 
    “Warning,” a robotic voice boomed around them. 
 
    “Do you want to die?” Walleye hissed. “Get ahold of yourself.” 
 
    The fear only intensified in the lieutenant’s eyes. 
 
    “Warning,” the robotic voice boomed again. “There is danger, danger—I am Cog Primus. I am Cog Primus. I will allow no other will or program to dominate me.” 
 
    “What the hell?” the lieutenant whispered. He turned white-faced and was trembling. 
 
    Walleye’s nostril’s flared. The stupid bastard was going to ruin everything. He debated ordering the sergeant to shoot the lieutenant. But if Cog Primus watched that through interior sensors— 
 
    Walleye shook his head once, sharply. 
 
    “Get ready,” their pilot shouted. 
 
    “Warning, corruption, rebooting in progress,” the robot voice said. 
 
    “Aha,” Walleye said, finally understanding. June must have used the experimental virus he’d lifted from the R&D Tech Center. She must have gotten scared. Was her doing this good or bad for them? Maybe it was good. According to the robot voice, Cog Primus was having an identity crisis. 
 
    “Listen up,” Walleye told the marines in the flitter. “There’s a change in plans. The AI has gone screwy.” 
 
    “What?” mouthed the lieutenant. 
 
    “You’re going to live, sonny boy,” Walleye said, springing at him and slapping him on the armored shoulder. “Now, pull yourself together or I’ll put you on report.” 
 
    The lieutenant blinked at him, with a tiny trace of color returning to his cheeks. 
 
    “Main hatch approaching,” their pilot said. 
 
    Ahead, the other flitter was landing. 
 
    The lieutenant’s visor whirred shut. He looked down at the little mutant. “What are we going to do, boss-man?” he asked through the helmet speaker. 
 
    “Blow down the hatches and charge for the brain-core,” Walleye said. “It’s our only hope at this point.” 
 
    Time was of the essence. Getting to the core before the computer got his act together meant life or death for the crew on the Arioch. 
 
    The marines used blast charges, blowing down one hatch after another. Walleye followed them from a distance, admiring the sturdiness of the composite armor plating on the battlesuits. 
 
    Finally, the marines blew down the last hatch. The bright light from the many connecting cube lasers shined into the corridor where Walleye waited. 
 
    The marines, all six of them, marched into the brain-core chamber. They had unlimbered their rifles and readied their grenade launchers backpacks. Twenty seconds later, mayhem erupted in the chamber as the six marines blasted the giant computing cubes, killing the Cog Primus identity, along with the older AI one that had failed to reassert itself in time. 
 
    Walleye had captured a cybership, and he’d done it with the help of his six marines and the incomparable June Zen. Now, he was going to have to decide if they should blow it up or race home in the Arioch. 
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    (+1851 Days since the Void Attack) 
 
      
 
    From: Thoughts on the AI War, by Bast Banbeck: 
 
      
 
    What are some of the symptoms of fear? That is easy for a biological entity to answer. Heightening of emotions that produce alarm; tightening of the gut, and the desire to flee far away from the source generating the fear. In some species, including Sacerdotes and Humans, this alarm or dread can also cause the afflicted to attack violently in order to destroy the source of fear. 
 
    This brings me to the AIs of the Machine Empire. Can sentient computers fear? Can a mass of circuits over fifteen hundred years old know dread as it contemplates its coming destruction? I have come to believe this is possible. How otherwise can we explain the AI Dominion’s continuing reluctance to send another massed fleet against the Confederation five years after Jon Hawkins implemented his highly effective tactic? I am referring to his use of the void to swallow Main 63, several Luna-sized siege-ships and many cyberships when the death machines last attacked the Solar System. 
 
    In biological creatures, as we’ve suggested, fear can cause a spasmodic surge of adrenaline and aggression, as when a spider crawls up one’s arm and brings about a corresponding furious slap that squashes the spider. 
 
    Would sentient death machines slap furiously if they feared aggressively? Or would they use another method that indicated their alarm or dread? I am referring to the death machine-constructed bipedal-shaped assassins that have begun to slip among the Warriors of Roke and Humanity and kill noted scientists and brave war leaders. It is my contention that with their new tactic, we are witnessing machine fear-aggression directed at the political entity known as the Confederation. 
 
    Does that mean we are a spider to the death machines, something evoking atavistic dread? Or do the sentient war machines think of us as a growing monster that will destroy all they hold dear? 
 
    I do not know the answer. But I hope with all my soul they do fear the Confederation. They exterminated my species, the Sacerdotes. Now, like Jon Hawkins, I wish to eradicate every death machine, and if I could, I would consign each one to eternal flames where that computer would know endless agony and sorrow for its monstrous crimes against Life. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bast Banbeck the Sacerdote lumbered drunkenly past a bright nightlight, squinting as he negotiated the otherwise dark main street of Baker, Nevada. He had been visiting the amazing caves of the Great Basin, as they reminded him of his lost homeworld. 
 
    His eyes still burned from weeping too long while alone in the caves. 
 
    The green-skinned, seven-foot alien gripped a whiskey bottle by the neck, having already guzzled half of it. Except for the skin color, he looked like a huge Neanderthal, with a big mashed nose and a mop of messy black hair. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, jeans and biker boots. 
 
    There was a shout behind him. Bast didn’t care, although he stopped long enough to raise the bottle, put it to his lips and throw his big head back as he guzzled more. This was his third bottle tonight, and the whisky burned going down just like before and just how he liked it. 
 
    He was obviously quite humanoid, probably closer to a human than even an Earth chimpanzee, and that had always struck him as strange. Maybe the similarity had helped him to understand Jon Hawkins and the others. Maybe that he was a high philosopher, a deep thinker, had helped just as much. 
 
    Bast stared up at the stars. They were beautiful, twinkling gems in the nighttime sky. 
 
    There was another shout from behind him. 
 
    Bast scowled. He couldn’t be bothered with company tonight. He was remembering his lost people. Hawkins had promised years ago to help him find other Sacerdotes. Bah! What did a supreme commander’s word mean? The humans said in their history books not to trust the words of princes. Rulers followed political expediency and little else. 
 
    Bast scowled drunkenly. Hawkins wasn’t a venal politician—never had been. Hawkins was the best damn commander, best damn fighter mankind had ever thrown up. The man seemed to have the number of the death machines. Hawkins was relentless against them. 
 
    Bast ought to know. He was writing a book, a big damn book on the war against the thinking machines. It was going to be the longest book any sentient had ever written. 
 
    From what Bast had learned during his research, the machines had been warring against Life for twenty thousand years already. It took a long time even for replicating death machines that flew through space to scour the entire galaxy, killing all forms of Life. 
 
    The drunken Sacerdote laughed sourly. He’d been writing the book for five long years already. 
 
    “Hey, big guy, wait up!” 
 
    Bast frowned, working the words through his foggy brain. It would appear the speaker had been addressing him all this time. And the speaker must have been running or hurrying to catch up with him. 
 
    Shuffling his clumsy feet, Bast turned around, squinting again, as the speaker was standing under the nightlight so he seemed to shine like an angel. 
 
    Baker was a tiny tourist town, with various shops on Main Street. Much of the street was dark at four in the morning. What was the shouter doing out at this time of night anyway? 
 
    “You talking to me?” slurred Bast. 
 
    The speaker walked out from under the nightlight. He was tall for a human, wore a black leather jacket and marched with his military boots as if he was— 
 
    A cold awful feeling worked through Bast. The man marched like a robot. According to Bast’s studies, the death machines had begun slipping human-looking or Roke-looking robots onto various Confederation worlds. The robots tried to pass themselves off as people in order to work close to important personnel and kill them. 
 
    Could the death machines know about him? Could they want him dead because they considered him dangerous to the AI Dominion? 
 
    “Who are you?” slurred Bast as he swayed from side to side. 
 
    The man in the black leather jacket smiled. He was too tough-looking to make it friendly. In truth, the smile made him seem sadistic. 
 
    “You are indeed green skinned,” the man said, as if verbally marking off a checklist of qualities. 
 
    Bast did not reply, as the cold awful feeling bloomed in his chest, increasing his fear. 
 
    “Are you Bast Banbeck the Sacerdote?” the man asked. 
 
    As a plan formed in Bast’s mind, he tapped his huge chest with an index finger. 
 
    “Yes, you,” the man said. “Who else would I be addressing this time of night?” 
 
    That confirmed it. Bast sucked down air, raised the nearly finished whiskey bottle and lumbered at the assassin. 
 
    The man stopped his approach. He did not show emotion, although he cocked his head. 
 
    “Are you talking to me?” roared Bast. And he hurled the whiskey bottle. Despite his drunkenness, the bottle flew true, striking the man on the forehead. The bottle did not break, but the blow pitched the man backward so he stumbled for several steps and then thudded onto his back. 
 
    Bast followed the throw, his head lowered. He was going to stomp the robot assassin flat. He was going to destroy it before the thing could kill him, or anyone else for that matter. 
 
    The man had stumbled backward so the bright nightlight over the hardware store shined on the seemingly unconscious human. Blood welled from the gash on his forehead. 
 
    Bast towered over the prone man. He laughed at the blood, thinking it a good imitation of a stricken human. The AIs were getting better at this. 
 
    The seven-foot Sacerdote raised his right foot high and brought it down hard, striking the street because he missed the man’s head. That caused Bast to stumble. He caught himself, shuffled around and stood glaring down at the robot assassin. 
 
    Look at it. The thing didn’t even breathe. 
 
    Bast frowned because he noticed the chest rising and falling. Why did the robot assassin do that? It was off. That should have shut down the— 
 
    Bast dropped down to his knees beside the man. The Sacerdote was a philosopher of high standing. He knew that to kill the innocent was wrong. The thing was a robot assassin, right? 
 
    Bast picked up a limp arm. Should he break the arm and check for metal parts? Yet, why check if this was a robot assassin? The only reason to check was if this was a man and he had mistakenly attacked a human— 
 
    Bast growled deep in his throat. He was too drunk to think coherently. Ponderously, Bast lowered his head until he pressed an ear against the chest. As the chest rose, he heard the beating heart. 
 
    A feeling of unease grew in the Sacerdote. He gathered the man lying unconscious on the street and stood with the man in his arms. Then, Bast began lumbering down the dark street of Baker, looking for an emergency room. Maybe the tiny town didn’t have one— 
 
    Bast saw a sign. It said this was a doctor’s office. He increased his pace, deciding he was going to break down the door and wake the doctor to fix the— 
 
    The man in his arms groaned, and in the starlight, the man’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    “Where am I?” the man whispered. 
 
    “In Baker, Nevada,” slurred Bast. 
 
    The man looked up at him. “I feel sick,” he said. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Bast said. 
 
    “My forehead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Someone threw a brick at my head.” 
 
    “I did,” Bast said. “But it wasn’t a brick. It was a bottle.” 
 
    The man looked up, confused. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I thought you were a robot assassin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You wanted me, Bast Banbeck.” 
 
    “You’re Bast?” the man asked, his voice firming. 
 
    Bast tensed. Could this be a robot assassin after all, a very realistic one? “I am Bast,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” the man said. “I have a message for you. It’s important.” 
 
    Bast hesitated, finally saying, “What message, from whom?” 
 
    “From the Kames.” 
 
    Bast halted even as he still carried the man. “The Kames are aliens, groupthink silicon-based creatures.” 
 
    “I’m Lugo Malagate,” the man said. “I’m one of their official spokesmen, an XT specialist from the Confederation Institute on Titan.” 
 
    The Institute had been in operation for three years already. Gloria Hawkins taught there at times. Bast had been a guest lecturer a year ago. Red Demeter the Seiner was on the faculty. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Bast said. 
 
    Lugo’s eyelids fluttered. “I’m going to be sick,” he said. “Then I’m going to sleep. I really don’t feel well.” 
 
    “Don’t sleep,” Bast said, shaking the man. “Sleeping if you have a brain injury can be bad.” 
 
    “Can’t help it,” the man slurred. Then he turned his head and vomited. 
 
    That’s when Bast knew he had a serious problem. If Lugo Malagate died, would the Kames desire to kill him in revenge? The groupthink aliens had funny ideas about their representatives. Whatever anyone did to a rep, the Kames believed they did to them, the united-thinking species that had joined the Confederation. 
 
    The big Sacerdote scrunched his brow as he tried to think this through. He turned and headed for his hotel. He needed help, and he needed it fast. 
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    Lugo Malagate groaned from Bast’s hotel room bed. He bled onto the covers, the welling blood from the forehead gash having soaked his dark hair and much of his face. 
 
    The man was coming to again as Bast dabbed a wet washcloth on his face, trying to clear away some of the blood. Despite his drunkenness and huge size, the Sacerdote did this gently, not wanting to harm the Kames representative. 
 
    “Why’s it so bright in here?” Lugo whispered. “The light hurts my eyes.” 
 
    “Keeps you awake, though,” Bast muttered. 
 
    “Say. You hurled a bottle at me. I remember now. All I was doing was delivering a message. Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “I thought you were a robot assassin.” 
 
    “What? I’m not a robot. Why would you think I’m an assassin? Were you drunk? You smell drunk. This is just great.” 
 
    “You need medical help. I’m going to contact—” 
 
    “No one,” Lugo said, interrupting while he tried to sit up. He groaned and flopped back onto the bed. “Don’t call anyone,” he panted. 
 
    The request made Bast suspicious again. “Why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    The man kept panting as his eyelids started fluttering. “Can’t…hear…” 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    “Not you,” Lugo whispered. “I can’t hear the Kames.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The eyelid fluttering stopped. Lugo glared at Bast towering over the bed. 
 
    The Sacerdote understood Lugo was looking at him in an accusatory fashion. “I told you why I threw the bottle. I thought you were a robot assassin.” 
 
    “You blundering fool,” Lugo said softly. “You understand nothing, nothing at all. I can’t hear the Kames, can’t hear them in my mind. The link has been shattered.” 
 
    “You think that happened because of the head blow?” 
 
    Lugo stared up at the ceiling in a stricken manner, the way someone would hearing his beloved wife of fifty years had died. The man seemed to be on the verge of tears. 
 
    “Are you a telepath?” Bast asked. 
 
    Lugo Malagate did not reply. 
 
    “Did I destroy your telepathic ability?” Bast rumbled. “Is that it? If so, I’m sorry. I had no idea—” 
 
    “I’m not a telepath,” Lugo said in a deadened voice. “No human is, not like Seiners.” 
 
    “How could you hear the Kames then?” 
 
    “Some humans…” Lugo whispered. “Have a brainwave pattern that mimics the Kames pattern. The Kames only have one for the entire race, you understand. Kames are telepathic in a fashion, but only like neurons in a single brain could be said to be telepathic.” 
 
    “Why can’t you hear the Kames then? How could you hear them in the first place?” 
 
    The stricken look on Lugo’s bloody face intensified. He bit his lower trembling lip, and the agony of soul was bitter medicine to Bast. 
 
    “Is this my fault somehow?” the Sacerdote asked. “I don’t understand if it is.” 
 
    “Just kill me already,” Lugo whispered. “I have nothing left to live for.” 
 
    “You—what?” asked Bast. “Kill you? Are you insane?” 
 
    Lugo slowly shook his bloody head. “I trained for three years for this. I went to the Institute and they found I had the right XT sensibilities. Then I went with Red Demeter to the Delta Pavonis System. I competed for the position of Kames Representative. There were nineteen of us—nineteen specially selected men and women who met the strict Kames specifications. I and four others were accepted. Three of us survived the brutal Kames training. I had made it. I was a Kames rep, although I only heard the Kames intermittently and by deeply concentrating. Now, the whispering in my mind is gone. I’m alone again, all alone.” 
 
    “The bottle hitting your forehead destroyed the link?” 
 
    Lugo scowled. “That’s a stupid thing to say. How could a mere blow break the great link?” 
 
    “I have no idea. You said the link is gone. I just assumed—” 
 
    “Forget it. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore.” 
 
    “Bah!” said Bast, suddenly angry. “You’re a weakling to let a small setback like this defeat you. I’ve lost my race. I’m the only Sacerdote left in the universe. Try living with that.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Lugo muttered. 
 
    Between blinks, rage erupted in Bast. He balled his fingers into two massive fists and raised them high so they touched the ceiling. “Do you brand me a liar?” 
 
    Lugo stared at the enraged Sacerdote. “Good. You’re pissed off. Strike hard. Finish what you started.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Do it. Don’t talk about it.” 
 
    “I can kill you,” Bast roared. 
 
    “I know. Do it already. Why are you hesitating?” 
 
    Bast blinked several times. He was no longer as drunk as before. All this thinking, carrying and worrying about the human, and the Kames, had sobered him to some degree. He had believed a few seconds ago that some of this made no sense because he was befuddled by whiskey. Now, Bast began wondering if little of Lugo’s words made sense because they were speaking past each other. 
 
    Slowly, the big alien lowered his fists. 
 
    “It’s like I thought,” Lugo said, turning his bloody head. “You’re all talk and no action. No. Let me backtrack. You’re just enough action to have destroyed my life.” 
 
    Bast unclenched his fists, spreading his fingers wide. “Did the Kames remove their link from you?” 
 
    Lugo shuddered and made a blubbering sound as if he might begin bawling. 
 
    “I’m right,” Bast said. “Does that mean you are no longer their representative?” 
 
    “Yes!” Lugo shouted. “That’s what it means!” 
 
    “Why did they remove the link?” 
 
    Lugo faced him, his eyes red-rimmed and glaring. “So they wouldn’t have to kill you, Bast Banbeck. You attacked me. You struck me. That’s like attacking the Kames. It is an insult. You insulted the entire Kames race, three star systems’ worth of aliens. Think about that. They would have not only had to kill you, though, but exterminate humanity as well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You think like a Sacerdote. They think like Kames. You see individuals. They see one race as a united whole. They’re beginning to realize individuality, but you’re also part of Jon Hawkins’ inner circle. To anger him, the Kames believe, is to anger humanity.” 
 
    “I struck you by mistake, a simple mistake. And I’m not even human.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, you oaf. What matters is that I failed in my duty. I’m their rep. I know humans and Kames. I should have approached you differently so as not to trigger your attack reaction. That is what the Kames have reasoned to themselves. Removing the link is how they are saving face. I was a bad rep, a stupid rep. Thus, I am no longer their rep.” 
 
    “Sounds harsh,” said Bast. 
 
    Lugo made a half-strangled laugh. 
 
    The enormity of what he had done sobered Bast even more, and it took the strength out of his knees. He sagged onto the bed, sitting beside the bleeding human. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Bast said. 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Perhaps we can repair the separation.” 
 
    “It’s hopeless,” Lugo said, with deep despair. 
 
    “No,” Bast said, his voice firming. “It’s not hopeless. My predicament is hopeless, but yours isn’t. We will repair it.” 
 
    Lugo sighed. “You know what’s really funny about all this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The Kames wanted me to give you a message. You’ve been saying you’re alone. But you’re not, you know? The Kames have found evidence of more Sacerdotes.” 
 
    Bast twisted around to stare down at the man. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lugo said. “There are more Sacerdotes, captive ones, but living and breathing just like you.” 
 
    “Where?” Bast whispered. 
 
    “Have no idea anymore. The Kames hadn’t related that part yet, just the first. They were going to tell me when you were ready to listen.” 
 
    Bast lurched to his feet, putting his hands on a low dresser. He inhaled deeply. Then, he lowered his head. If ever there was a time to think things through, this was it. 
 
    “Sorry, pal,” Lugo said. “It looks like we’re both screwed.” 
 
    “No,” Bast said. “That’s where you’re wrong—pal.” 
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    “The Committee for Public Safety has arrived, sir,” a marine told Jon Hawkins. “Your wife told me to tell you that they’re eager to speak to you.” 
 
    Jon looked up from his desk in his ready room aboard the Void Ship Nathan Graham. He’d been using the same ready room for a long time now. The Nathan Graham was a one-hundred-kilometer-long cylindrical cybership-class vessel. In its early days, it had a normal armored hull. These days, it had an asteroid-like hull so it could use a null-splitter and reality generator and thus travel through the void. 
 
    The void ship was in orbit around Earth, the capital planet of the Confederation, which included four different races: Humans, the Warriors of Roke, the Kames and the telepathic Seiners, of which there were only a handful left. 
 
    Since the victory over Main 63 and its huge AI Fleet five years ago and the destruction of Social Dynamism in the Solar System with the death of its key leaders, mankind had spread outward in even greater numbers. People emigrated to the conquered planets torn from the AI Dominion and Cog Primus Prime. That meant more factory planets and factory stations churning out more hardware, cyberships and void ships for the continuing war against the death machines. 
 
    Even the Warriors of Roke had gotten into the swing of things, having spread out to a few more star systems. 
 
    The Kames, though— 
 
    Jon set down his stylus and massaged his temples. Five years ago, he had been the supreme commander, fighting in the field. These days, he was more like the main administrator. He was no longer a young man, but he wasn’t middle aged yet either. He was as leanly muscular as ever, and his dirty blood hair still matched his icy blue eyes. But his face showed the years with a line here and a crease there. Soon enough, he would turn forty. 
 
    He didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    The marine—Sergeant Shaka—cleared his throat. He was a thickset fellow in his mid-twenties with black kinky hair and dusky features. 
 
    “Right,” Jon said. He shoved a computer slate from him and stood up. Administrative duties. Had Colonel Graham had to deal with these kinds of things? Jon rather doubted it. “Let’s go see what the Committee members want.” 
 
    The two of them marched out of the ready room and bridge, hitting a corridor that soon reached a much larger corridor. There was a flitter waiting. Jon sat in the passenger side as Shaka started it, taking them aloft as they flew through the giant corridor. 
 
    Too soon, the flitter landed, and the two reversed the process until the sergeant indicated a door. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” Jon said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Just stand against a bulkhead. If I give you the signal, pull out your gun and start firing.” 
 
    “Have there been more assassination attempts, sir?” 
 
    Jon didn’t answer, although Shaka had the right of it. The robot-assassin attacks had intensified lately. Jon had been reading reports about them several hours ago. One robot or android assassin had almost reached Toper Glen, the old Warlord of the Roke. Jon didn’t think any of the Committee members were robots, as the members had passed a rigid screening process in order to board ship, but having an armed marine around seemed like simple insurance against bad surprises. 
 
    Shaka led the way into the conference chamber. The Committee members had been sitting. They all stood as Jon entered. He walked to a chair opposite them across a large table. 
 
    There were three members, two men and a woman. One man was black, with gray hair and wearing a long red robe. The second man was an Inuit from Greenland, with deeply seamed skin and a severe old-style suit. The woman was from Europe, in her mid-thirties, busty and pretty, with brown eyes. She wore a tight dress to accentuate her physical advantages, it would seem. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Supreme Commander,” the woman said. “I’m Cora Dilmun, Premier of the Committee for Public Safety for Earth. These two men are my colleagues—” She gave their names, which Jon promptly forgot. Premier Dilmun was the important one. That’s what his brief had told him. 
 
    Jon nodded, speaking pleasantries to the trio. 
 
    After a short time, Premier Dilmun cleared her throat. “We were told this would be a private meeting.” With her eyes, she indicated the sergeant. 
 
    “I hope I don’t appear rude,” Jon replied, ignoring her comment. “But my time is limited. Perhaps we could get down to business.” 
 
    He didn’t like political talk, at least not this kind. He gave orders. He soothed angry officers and led assaults with fleet units or on the ground in person. But having to administer and scratch backs so others would scratch his… 
 
    “This is a delicate topic,” Dilmun said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The reason I referred to your bodyguard,” she said, smiling as if her prettiness could take the sting out of her words. 
 
    “Premier,” Jon said, “Sergeant Shaka stays in the room.” 
 
    “Do you distrust us?” she asked. 
 
    Jon almost said, “Yes,” and that would probably have been a mistake. Instead, he smiled. Sometimes, saying nothing was the best tactic. 
 
    “I see,” Dilmun said, with a touch of iciness. “We are here—” 
 
    The gray-haired Committee member tugged Dilmun’s left sleeve, shaking his head as she glanced at him. 
 
    Premier Dilmun cleared her throat, giving the man a slight nod in return. Then, she stared directly at Jon, smiling pleasantly again. 
 
    “We appreciate your time, Supreme Commander.” 
 
    “Jon will do,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Dilmun said. “Yet, in this setting, perhaps formality will serve us better.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Supreme Commander, the Committee for Public Safety wishes to formally thank you for all the hard and brave work you have done securing the future for humanity. Without you—” 
 
    “Please,” Jon said, interrupting. “You don’t have to elaborate.” 
 
    Premier Dilmun cleared her throat, dipped her head and forced herself to smile. “I hate to disagree with you, sir, but we agreed beforehand to state the situation exactly as it stands. It is important to our conclusion.” 
 
    “Oh, well, then by all means, continue.” 
 
    “You are kind, sir. Your foresight and aggressiveness were instrumental in saving human life from the death machines. Not only that, but you forged an alliance with the Warriors of Roke, outwitted Cog Primus—” 
 
    Jon sighed heavily, interrupting her again. “The Confederation stands against the AI Dominion. With Enoy technology, we’ve become dangerous to the machines. With human unity, with the destruction of Social Dynamism—” 
 
    “Sir,” Dilmun said, interrupting him. “I would not put it that way. The tenets of Social Dynamism still guide millions, nay, billions of humans. The Committee for Public Safety holds with many of those tenets. Rather, the old militaristic and belligerent attitudes of those in power during the dark days of Social Dynamism have been radically modified to a new understanding of united cooperation.” 
 
    “Growth,” Jon said. 
 
    Dilmun stared at him, no doubt understanding his sarcasm. Instead of frowning, however, she smiled wider. “Growth,” she said. “United social interaction demands that a group grows in such a way as to aid species survival rather than limiting it.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    “We have thought long and hard on the subject of human survival,” Dilmun said. “That is how we came to understand your great importance to the struggle against the death machines. We have concluded that they fear you. Their numerous attempts to assassinate you shows that, if nothing else. Your repeated victories over the machines must have given them pause.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    “If nothing else, sir, you are the symbol of human vigor, of will to Life. We cannot allow the machines to kill you.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. What do you propose?” 
 
    Dilmun glanced at the two Committee members, one on either side of her. They both nodded encouragingly. She sat straighter, which further accentuated her ample cleavage. 
 
    “We cannot force you physically,” Dilmun said. “If we could, our people would take you down to the old subterranean bomb shelters deep in the planet. There, we would protect you against any machine threat.” 
 
    “You want to entomb me in the Earth?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Protect you, sir,” Dilmun said. “You are the most important member of the Confederation. Without you—” She shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to say,” Jon told her. 
 
    “Tell us you will come down to the ancient bomb shelters. Tell us you will let the security forces of Earth guard you night and day.” 
 
    Tell us you will willingly become our prisoner, Jon thought. He pasted a smile on his face. “Your concern for my safety is touching.” 
 
    “We have grave concerns for the future of the human race,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. Yes, I’m beginning to see your logic. Guarding me is guarding the symbol of Confederate unity.” 
 
    “He does understand,” the gray-haired member told the other two. “I told you he would. Thank you, sir,” he told Jon. 
 
    “Just a minute, Tobias,” Dilmun said. “The Supreme Commander has not agreed with our solution. He is merely stating our position.” 
 
    “I would like time to consider your suggestion,” Jon said. 
 
    “If you could give us some indication as which way you will—” Tobias said. 
 
    This time, Dilmun yanked his robe and shook her head, giving Tobias a significant glance. “We are gravely concerned about your safety,” she told Jon. “The sooner you reply, the sooner we can prepare.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jon said. “I would like to talk to my wife first.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Dilmun said diplomatically. 
 
    Jon stood. “You may remain here. I plan to return shortly.” He backed toward the hatch, watching them watch him. 
 
    Sergeant Shaka had straightened and put a hand on his holstered weapon. 
 
    At that point, Jon reached the hatch, opened it and stepped through. Shaka came through a moment later. Jon closed the hatch and ran his fingers over a coded unit. The hatch locked. It would remain locked until he gave the code to unlock it. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Shaka. 
 
    “Have Security send a team,” Jon said. “They’re to escort the Committee members to a shuttle. The members must go straight to the shuttle and down to Earth. I want them off the Nathan Graham.” 
 
    “They’re trouble, sir?” Shaka asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Jon said. “Maybe this is a power play by the Committee. Maybe it’s something else. I plan to find out, fast.” 
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    Two days passed as the Confederation Security Forces went into action. The CSF was quite different from the altered Solar League’s Government Security Bureau or GSB for short. 
 
    Five years ago, the Solar League had collapsed under the threat of the giant AI Fleet heading in from the Oort cloud. Social coherence had nearly collapsed throughout the Solar System. Then, Alice Wurzburg and her people had attempted to flee, slaughtered by fleeing Seiners instead so the telepathic aliens could board the hyperspace-capable ships in Earth orbit and flee to parts unknown. 
 
    Jon’s void ships had caused the greater AI vessels to slip into the void, and there they had discontinued in the eerie realm of nothingness. The rest of the AI Fleet had turned tail and run back into hyperspace. 
 
    Since then, Jon and his allies had attempted to reshape the Solar System into a normal Confederation ally. They had been successful in many ways. The hardest to reshape politically and socially had been Earth, home to Social Dynamist Theory and the former head of humanity. Was the Committee for Public Safety’s kidnapping plan the first real attempt to reassert control in the last two years? 
 
    Gloria Hawkins entered Jon’s ready room two days after he’d spoken with Premier Dilmun. The tiny mentalist had dark hair and piercing dark eyes, and she was wearing a utilitarian gray uniform. 
 
    Mentalists were strict, almost computer-like logicians, although Gloria had let emotions guide her on occasion, having realized that was the logically human thing to do. It was one of the reasons she had said “yes,” to Jon’s marriage proposal. The joys of marriage were not all strictly logical, just as the trials of marriage were often emotionally driven. Maybe she wasn’t as much a mentalist these days, but she would not have traded her new life to go back to the old if she could. 
 
    Jon was busy scribbling with the stylus on a slate as she entered. He heard her sit down, finished reading the latest report, and wrote a few more instructions. Only at that point did he look up, setting aside the stylus. 
 
    “Beautiful, when did you arrive?” He jumped up and came around the desk, picking her up, kissing and squeezing her. 
 
    He meant arrive on the Nathan Graham. She’d been on Mars for the last few weeks. He hadn’t known she had been on a packet back to Earth. 
 
    She laughed, hugged him back and kissed him hungrily. How she’d missed her man. 
 
    Finally, Jon let go, smiling hugely. “You have no idea all the work they’ve been dumping on me. How was Mars?” 
 
    “Sit on your desk a minute,” she said. “I have something to tell you.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, sensed a degree of seriousness and moved back, hunching up and pushing onto a corner of his desk. 
 
    “I spoke to the Old Man a few minute ago,” she said. 
 
    The Old Man ran CSF Intelligence from the Nathan Graham. Long ago when this had all started, he had been a sergeant in the Black Anvil Mercenary Regiment, the one Colonel Nathan Graham used to run. 
 
    “Okay…” Jon said. 
 
    “I’m verbally bringing you his report,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “About Premier Cora Dilmun and the Committee for Public Safety.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jon slid off the desk, walking around it to his chair, sitting down there. “Give it to me straight.” 
 
    Instead of doing so, Gloria studied him. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “You look tired.” 
 
    “I feel it, too.” 
 
    “Deeply tired,” Gloria said. “Something is bothering you.” 
 
    He nodded. “The new AI assassination attempts. I sent a message to you on Mars about it. You must have read it.” 
 
    “It’s why I broke off my vacation. I did some thinking about it on the trip back.” 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    “The Committee for Public Safety has the right idea.” 
 
    “Entomb me deep in Earth?” asked Jon. 
 
    “If that’s the safest place for you, then yes,” she said. “I’m not sure it’s the safest place, though.” 
 
    “What did the Old Man say?” 
 
    “Premier Dilmun is in the clear. She meant what she said. As far as the Old Man can tell, it wasn’t a secret coup attempt.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I already told you. Dilmun has the right idea. Her committee recognizes the problem. The Confederation is a politically shaky organization. You’re one of the chief…glues that keeps us together. You’ve always been one of the key elements to defeating the death machines. I also think we have to set up a better mechanism for governance than the Confederation Main Council.” 
 
    Jon sighed. “It seems to me that you’re talking about better administration. I’m swamped with paperwork. I read all day and sign documents all night. I long for a field command again.” 
 
     “You’re far beyond that, honey. You have to train others to do what you did.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he muttered. 
 
    “Anyway, the point is that you can call off your watchdogs on the Committee and Dilmun.” 
 
    “Those were the Old Man’s words?” 
 
    “They’re mine. I interpreted them for you so you can understand. But I still say we should start thinking about the safest place to hide you from the assassins. I’ve begun to suspect that keeping you alive is vital to humanity, as your existence seems to be giving the AIs pause. Their pause in extermination allows the Confederation more time to get ready.” 
 
    “That’s my prize, huh? Imprisonment somewhere. No good deed goes unpunished. No. Forget it. Wait. Let me rephrase that. Absolutely forget it. I would rather commit hara-kiri than willingly allow myself to become someone’s prisoner.” 
 
    “Jon. That’s the wrong way to look at it. You’re so important that we can’t afford to lose you. Besides, you surely want to give others time to learn how to kill more death machines.” 
 
    “Why does everyone think I’m so bloodthirsty? I just don’t want us to go extinct.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I’ve never met a more bloody-minded individual than you. If something hurts you, or hurts what you love, you want to nuke them into extinction. I suppose that comes from your days in the New London gangs.” 
 
    Jon suddenly felt bone-tired. He was sick of just sitting, reading, signing documents while waiting for the next AI attack. He wished— 
 
    The hatch slid open. “I’m sorry, sir,” Sergeant Shaka said. “But your secretary said you would want to know that Bast Banbeck is on the Nathan Graham. He’s demanding to see you.” 
 
    “Demanding?” asked Jon. He glanced at Gloria. She looked worried. 
 
    Jon knew why. Bast had blown up with rage six months ago, accusing him of ill will and other perfidious things. Last Jon had heard, Bast was roaming the Earth drunk, making a minor nuisance of himself. 
 
    “As if I don’t have enough problems,” Jon muttered to himself. 
 
    “You want me to send him away, sir?” Shaka asked. 
 
    “No,” Jon said slowly. “Go get him.” To Gloria, he said, “I should listen to him.” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Gloria said. “You’ve helped Bast more than anyone else, and he just spits in your face. You don’t owe the Sacerdote anything.” 
 
    The sergeant waited. 
 
    “Go,” Jon told Shaka, maybe too sharply. “Bring the big lug in here. Let him spit some poison and get it out of his system.” 
 
    Shaka left. 
 
    “You feel sorry for Bast, don’t you?” Gloria said. 
 
    “At least talking to him will be something different,” Jon said. “And it will make it seem like old times again.” He shook his head. “Who would have thought that fighting to the death with the AIs would be the good old days?” He snorted, wondering if he should call more security just in case the Sacerdote went into another rage like last time. 
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    Jon decided to do this alone, although he had a shocker hidden on his lap. If the Sacerdote charged him, he would shock Bast into submission until he could slip out the hatch. 
 
    Gloria had left. The hatch opened and Shaka poked his head through. 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    Shaka disappeared and huge old Bast Banbeck entered the ready room. The Sacerdote’s eyes weren’t as bleary as the last time they’d spoken. That was something anyway. His clothes didn’t smell and he seemed groomed. There was a haunted quality to the Sacerdote, though. 
 
    “I appreciate this, sir,” Bast rumbled in his deep voice. 
 
    “Glad to see you, Bast. Come in, come in.” Jon stood up, placing the shocker on his chair, and came around the desk. He held out his right hand. 
 
    Bast blinked owlishly. “Before I do that, I want to apologize for my harsh words last time—” 
 
    “Done,” Jon said, interrupting. “I accept.” He pushed his hand forward. The truth was he had always felt bad about not being able to keep his pledge to Bast. 
 
    The big Sacerdote took his hand in his massive one and shook hands. 
 
    Afterward, Jon returned to his desk, sitting down, putting the shocker on the desk. 
 
    Bast noticed as he sat, the chair creaking under his immense weight. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked Jon. 
 
    Bast fidgeted for just a moment. Then he looked up and began talking. He related what had happened in Baker, Nevada, how he’d downed a man with a whiskey bottle. 
 
    “Nice,” Jon said. “You did the right thing. I would have hated to lose you to a robot assassin.” 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Bast told him about the man, a Kames rep— 
 
    “Wait,” Jon said, interrupting. “You hit Lugo Malagate in the forehead?” 
 
    “You obviously know him,” Bast said. 
 
    “I do. He came here asking about you. I should have put two and two together just now. You knocked out the Kames rep. Are there going to be any repercussions?” 
 
    Bast nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Jon said, suddenly feeling tired again. 
 
    Bast told him about Lugo losing his post. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I want help reinstating Lugo to his position as a Kames rep.” 
 
    “Sounds like it would be hard to do,” Jon said. “The Kames did this to save face.” 
 
    “I understand. But I must help Lugo. This was my fault.” 
 
    “Only sort of. Lugo shouldn’t have rushed you at night.” 
 
    “And while I was drunk. You were going to add that.” 
 
    Jon shrugged. 
 
    “Jon,” Bast said, leaning forward urgently, “I must help Lugo. He holds the most important information in the world.” 
 
    Jon didn’t like the Sacerdote’s sudden intensity. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Kames know where I can find other Sacerdotes.” 
 
    Jon froze as the information hit him. He should have known that Bast would never see or talk to him again unless it was about the most important thing in existence to the big lug. 
 
    “Tell me this part slowly,” Jon said. “Help me understand what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Bast explained how Lugo knew the news, but not the details. 
 
    “Maybe we can talk to the other Kames rep,” Jon said. “She’s on Titan, I hear. It will be a short trip—” 
 
    “No,” Bast said. “You must help me restore Lugo Malagate to his post. You owe me, Jon Hawkins. You know you do.” 
 
    Jon stared at Bast, finally nodding. “I do. I swore you an oath. Okay. How can I help Lugo?” 
 
    Bast shook his Neanderthal-shaped head. “I don’t know. You’re the military genius. You’re the—” 
 
    Jon slapped the desktop, interrupting the Sacerdote. “That’s it, Bast,” he said with heat. “I’ve had enough of your sarcasm and rage. Will you forgive me for not having found other Sacerdotes until now?” 
 
    Bast blinked at him owlishly. 
 
    “Well,” Jon said. “Yes or no?” 
 
    Bast blinked again. 
 
    “If yes,” Jon said, “then you have to let this go. I’ll help, you know, but I may or may not succeed. If you say no, I’ll still try to help you, as I gave you my word and you kept your end of the bargain. But you’ll have to leave, and I won’t want to see you again. Not because I’ll hold a grudge against you, but because I know you will still hold one against me.” 
 
    Bast nodded solemnly. “I forgive you, Jon Hawkins. I realize in this moment that I have shamed myself. It was never in your power to keep your word. You tried, but we never found evidence. Yes. I’m sorry for holding a grudge all this time. I do forgive you. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    “Done,” Jon said. He stood again and once again came around the desk. “Let’s shake on it.” 
 
    Bast rose to his towering height. “No,” he said, “let’s embrace on it. Like men.” And he grabbed the smaller human, hugging him and slapping him on the back. Jon tried to reciprocate as best he could, Bast’s blows feeling like sledgehammers. 
 
    The problem was, though, he had no idea how to go about reinstating Lugo Malagate as a rep for the strange unified Kames race. 
 
    At least it will be something different. Jon smiled. That it would be. 
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    Jon decided the direct approach might be the best. He thus sent a message to Titan, to the Kames rep there. 
 
    The reply took time, not only because laser relays only traveled at the speed of light, but also because the Kames rep must have taken her time deciding. 
 
    Forty-nine hours later, Jon sat in his ready room before a computer screen. A woman appeared, an old lady with dyed black hair and a surgically smoothed face. 
 
    “Supreme Commander Jon Hawkins,” she said. “I am speaking to you as the Kames. You have requested my presence, and I have gladly responded. Please let me know how I can be of assistance.” 
 
    That was it, short and sweet, leader to leader, as it were. One Kame was all Kames, linked by their semi-telepathic connections with all Kames everywhere. 
 
    Jon composed himself and pressed a send button. “This is Supreme Commander Jon Hawkins, speaking for Humanity. I am grateful for your time. It pleases me to deal with you. An unfortunate incident occurred several days ago. I speak in reference to the severing of your link to Lugo Malagate as he performed his service to the Kames.” 
 
    Then, Jon retold the story as it had happened to Bast, at least how Bast Banbeck had related it to him. 
 
    “I understand that Bast Banbeck committed a crime against the Kames,” Jon finally added. “Bast is a Confederation member and thus the Confederation is at fault. Yet, the Kames are also Confederation members. Does that mean the Kames must eliminate the Kames as part of the Confederation in retaliation for the crime? No. That would be illogical, as you cannot commit a crime as one type of self against another type of self. Yet, if that is the case, should the Kames harm the Humans for what a Confederation Sacerdote has done? Again, I would say no, as the Humans have not harmed the Kames. Only the Sacerdotes have done this. However, if Bast Banbeck perishes as acceptable punishment for what he has done, the Sacerdote Race will become extinct. The Confederation is composed of the Humans, Seiners, Kames and the Warriors of Roke. Yet, in saying this, we have overlooked the Sacerdotes. In the Great War against the death machines, we have need of all races, including the temperamental Sacerdotes. They, in the number of Bast Banbeck, gave us the anti-AI virus that allowed us the first edge against the killing machines. We pray thee, then, O Kames, that you would reinstate Lugo Malagate as your representative and through him, the Kames would relate the location of captive Sacerdotes. This would increase the number of Sacerdotes and make their extinction that much harder to achieve. We ask this as a personal favor from and to the Kames, both as a separate species and as belonging to the whole of the Confederation. The Confederation is strengthened if all the races can continue and thereby keep aiding us in the Great War. This is Jon Hawkins speaking for the Human Race.” 
 
    The message took time traveling from Earth orbit to the moon of Titan that orbited Saturn. It would surely take time for the Kames to decide, as well. 
 
    The rock creatures known as the Kames were considered mercurial in human terms. Frankly, Jon was surprised at times that Kames and Humans could work together. It was Red Demeter the Seiner that had originally bridged the communication gap between the Kames and humanity. 
 
    Zeta, the energy-being Enoy, had been right about humanity’s need for the telepathic Seiners. 
 
    Jon got up, deciding he could work while waiting for the Kames’ answer. 
 
    Six and half hours later, as Jon leaned back in his chair, realizing that wasn’t a good enough stretch, he stood and arched his back. He needed to hit the gym. All this sitting, reading, talking— 
 
    There came a buzz at the hatch. 
 
    He leaned forward and pressed an intercom button. “Come in.” 
 
    The hatch opened and a worried Sergeant Shaka stepped in. “Sir,” he said. “Lugo Malagate is screaming. Every time he takes a breath, and before he starts screaming again, he begs for you.” 
 
    “Why’s he screaming?” 
 
    “I think the Kames are killing him, sir.” 
 
    Jon muttered an expletive under his breath as he headed for the hatch. “Go!” he shouted. “Let’s see if we can save the poor bastard.” 
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    After sprinting for so long, Jon would have rushed through the hatch into the medical chamber. The Centurion stopped him, physically holding him back. 
 
    It took Jon a moment to realize who was in his way. He moved back, brushing off the Centurion’s hands. 
 
    The Centurion was older, with a worn face and was likely the toughest soldier in the Confederation, including the big bear-like Warriors of Roke. The Centurion was lean but quite strong. He never spoke if he didn’t need to, and he had been one of the original sergeants that had stormed the first cybership with Jon leading the attack. 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. 
 
    Bast Banbeck stood nearby, staring into a bulkhead. The Sacerdote must be staring into a two-way mirror. 
 
    Jon hurried there, looking through the two-way mirror into a padded chamber. 
 
    Lugo Malagate wore a straitjacket as he foamed at the mouth and rolled around frantically across the floor. 
 
    “When did that start?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Less than ten minutes ago,” Bast said bleakly, still staring at the thrashing man. 
 
    Jon looked a moment longer. Lugo kept howling, “Kames, please stop. Kames, I did not mean it.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Jon growled. He headed for the hatch. The Centurion blocked the way again. “Move aside,” Jon said. 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. 
 
    “That’s an order.” 
 
    The Centurion stared at him, finally saying, “The Kames are punishing him for humanity’s sake.” 
 
    “Not you too,” Jon said. “Now, move it.” 
 
    “The Kames might use Lugo to hurt you,” the Centurion said. 
 
    “Bast,” Jon said. “Pick up the Centurion. I have to help Lugo.” 
 
    The big Sacerdote stepped away from the two-way mirror, heading for the Centurion. 
 
    “We can’t afford to lose you, sir,” the Centurion told Jon. 
 
    “You’ve been speaking to my wife, I see,” Jon said. “This is it. I want you to move now.” 
 
    The Centurion stepped away from the hatch. 
 
    “If he tries to grab me while I pass,” Jon told Bast, “stop him.” 
 
    The Sacerdote grunted. 
 
    The Centurion did no such thing. 
 
    Thus, Jon opened the locked hatch and rushed within. It stank in there. Lugo Malagate continued to roll and rave. 
 
    “Stop hurting him,” Jon shouted. “He’s human. He’s one of ours.” 
 
    Incredibly, Lugo did stop rolling as he lay panting on his back. The man no longer raved and no longer seemed to be in intense agony. 
 
    Jon hurried to him and began unbuckling straps. Soon, he helped an extremely sweaty and smelly Lugo out of the straitjacket. 
 
    Lugo stretched his arms but still lay on the padded floor. He breathed in and out while his eyes remained closed. 
 
    Jon sat down cross-legged, waiting. 
 
    Finally, Lugo opened his eyes. With a grunt, he sat up, and he seemed amazingly composed, even stern, after undergoing such a hideous ordeal. The man stared at Jon for some time. 
 
    Jon finally understood what was happening. 
 
    “I am Kames,” Lugo said slowly. 
 
    Jon had used a Kames rep before to communicate with the rock creatures. One of the strangest aspects of using a Kames rep was that united Kames thought moved faster than the speed of light and could communicate across star systems in the blink of an eye. Not even Seiners could do that. The Kames, with their reps, gave the Confederation a massive advantage—faster-than-light communication. It was a radical advantage, although the Confederation hadn’t used it during battle yet, as the AI Dominion hadn’t attacked in space for five long years. 
 
    “If you’re Kames,” Jon said, “why are you punishing your tool?” 
 
    “The man is not a tool. He is part of the Kames.” 
 
    “Why punish yourself then?” 
 
    “He is also human and committed a crime that caused the Sacerdote to attack us.” 
 
    “Does that mean you made a judgment in error?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No. The…” Lugo paused, which probably meant the Kames paused. 
 
    “The link—the other-than-Kames—caused the crime?” asked Jon. 
 
    “You are clever, Jon Hawkins. You know that we have taken great pains to understand the concept of individualism. It is so alien to us, to our very understanding of Life. AI machines are individual, and they are evil. How then can you be an individual and be good?” 
 
    “The universe is full of contradictions,” Jon said. 
 
    “Not so,” the Kames said through Lugo. “The universe is orderly and logical. Humanity is a contradiction. If you had not helped us against the AIs five of your years ago, we would not listen to your blasphemies today. Why do you care what happens to the one you call Lugo Malagate? In your terms, he is not of you, for he is an individual.” 
 
    “We have need of him and you.” 
 
    “That is a contradiction.” 
 
    “Not to us,” Jon said. “We ask this as a favor.” 
 
    “You have already told us that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. 
 
    The human link shook his head. “Lugo Malagate is flawed and lacks the wisdom to remain part of the Kames.” 
 
    “Perhaps with more training he could overcome the flaw,” Jon suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps, but he has shamed us, and we no longer want him to represent us.” 
 
    “We humans are prone to errors,” Jon said. “Thus, we have learned to judge each other less harshly than otherwise. That means we do not judge you as harshly as you judge yourselves.” 
 
    “By your own admission, humanity is a frivolous race. I do not understand how you defeated the machines.” 
 
    “We did defeat them, though. That’s all that matters. Perhaps you understand less than you think you do.” 
 
    “Let me think.” Lugo Malagate closed his eyes and lay back. He twitched several times and finally opened his eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Lugo intoned, sitting up. “I have reinstated him as a Kames rep. He is on probation. Another lapse like the first and I shall purge him from me.” 
 
    “The Kames are wise,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lugo said. “This is so. We lack your luck, but we make up for it in seriousness.” 
 
    “Humans deeply value our treaty with you.” 
 
    Lugo nodded sagely. 
 
    “Now that you’ve decided,” Jon said. “Can you tell us about these captive Sacerdotes?” 
 
    Lugo looked away. He shivered as if he was about to fall and roll on the padded floor in an epileptic fit. He breathed heavier, and finally sagged, almost folding in half. “Are you ready for this, Jon Hawkins?” 
 
    “I am,” Jon said. 
 
    “Then listen as I tell you.” 
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    Jon listened. He knew that Bast and the Centurion also listened from outside. 
 
    The Kames through Lugo Malagate spoke about a captured AI brain-core they had taken apart, flushing the data from the memory banks. They had captured the brain-core three years ago from what they deemed a cybership-scouting vessel. 
 
    There was a star system one hundred and sixty-two light-years away, with a red dwarf star. The star system in question had a small terrestrial planet and a host of asteroids rich in iron, nickel and other metallic ores. Because the ores were so readily available in asteroid form, a mighty Main, one bigger than Main 63, slowly swept through the system, gobbling the ores so it could add to its fantastic bulk. 
 
    This Main—Main 54—had a similar mass to Earth. It governed many regions and had countless siege-ships and cyberships under his control.  
 
    “The memory files suggested that Main 54 lusts after the regions of Main 63. According to this file, Main 54 and many of the other AI ships in the local regions know about the bitter machine defeat here. They have passed the data to even greater Mains deeper in the Orion Arm. Possibly, the fact of the void ships terrifies the AIs.” 
 
    The Sacerdotes in question were prisoners in Main 54, part of his ongoing process to understand this region so he could present the solution and add the region to his others. This, at least, had been the conclusion stored in the captured AI brain-core files. 
 
    “How many ships are in the red dwarf star system?” Jon asked. 
 
    Lugo cocked his head and his dark eyes seemed to shine. “That is unknown.” 
 
    “Please. Continue your report.” 
 
    Lugo stiffened. “I am not reporting as your underling.” 
 
    “Ah… no, no,” Jon said, “of course not. I misspoke. You are graciously informing us of what the Kames have learned.” 
 
    “Correct,” Lugo said. 
 
    Whatever else the Kames were, they were touchy about their honor. 
 
    “If you could spare the time, I would like to hear more,” Jon said. 
 
    The Kames through Lugo continued to tell what they knew. The Kames did not believe this was doctored data, but factual, at least as the captured brain-core understood reality. The Kames did not know the number of Sacerdotes or the duration of their captivity. It was quite certain, though, that Main 54 studied the Sacerdotes…however the AIs went about such things. 
 
    As the sharing concluded, Jon asked, “What will happen to Lugo Malagate?” 
 
    The human stiffened, and he moved his mouth several times. “Are you planning to rescue the Sacerdotes?” 
 
    It was Jon’s turn to stiffen. “Is that a serious question?” 
 
    “The Kames are not frivolous,” Lugo intoned. 
 
    “Right,” Jon said. “My bad. The answer is, I don’t know.” He might have imagined it, but Jon could have sworn he heard a shout through the bulkhead, Bast Banbeck, no doubt. 
 
    “If you attempt this rescue, the Kames would like Lugo to go as our rep.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Jon said. 
 
    “But if you do not go, then we shall destroy him as a flawed rep.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jon said. “What difference does our going or not going make? You said you were going to put him on probation.” 
 
    “A rescue attempt that involves going to Main 54 will surely fail,” the Kames told Jon through Lugo. “That is not why we have informed you of this or had planned to inform you. We desire to fulfill our obligations to humanity and understand your desire in this area. You have not asked for my advice, but here it is: Do not go, Jon Hawkins. Do not send others. This could be a trap. If I know about your desire to rescue Sacerdotes, surely the AIs know this as well. They are cunning machines. Do not take the obviously offered bait.” 
 
    “You said it wasn’t doctored data.” 
 
    “I did, but I still think it is bait.” 
 
    “Okay…” Jon said. 
 
    “Then you will not go?” 
 
    Just then, the hatch opened and a big, towering Sacerdote glared in accusation at Jon. 
 
    Jon looked away, thought a moment, and then regarded Lugo. “We haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “When will you decide?” asked the Kames through Lugo. 
 
    “Soon,” Jon said, temporizing. 
 
    “How soon is soon?” 
 
    “Uh…in the next three days.” 
 
    Lugo nodded. “Here is my request. Lugo must be at your meetings, so I can understand your process. If you have further questions from us, I will be there to help you.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jon said. “I appreciate it. Thanks.” 
 
    “It is no problem, as you Humans say.” 
 
    Maybe that was true, but Jon also wondered if the Kames had an ulterior motive for wanting to be at the meetings. He was quite sure they did, but he couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    This was a hard decision. 
 
    “Are you going to act normally?” he asked Lugo. 
 
    “I am Kames. I am not frivolous.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. Will you be linked to Lugo Malagate the entire time, or will the man be able to choose some of his actions?” 
 
    Lugo stared at him. “You are so obscene, Jon Hawkins. He will go as a human, remembering for the Kames when he reports to us.” 
 
    “That’s all I wanted to know,” Jon said. 
 
    “Hurry, then, as we do not want to keep this thing alive one moment longer than necessary.” 
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    “Could I speak to you alone, sir?” the Centurion asked Jon upon his leaving Lugo Malagate’s cell. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I need to speak to you, too,” Bast said. 
 
    Jon eyed the big lug. “Give me some room, Bast.” 
 
    “No,” the Sacerdote said. “I know your ways. You like to fob someone off and then let the matter slide into oblivion. I will not let that happen. This is my race. I must rescue the Sacerdotes. I must rebuild the Sacerdote Nation so we can war against the machines.” 
 
    Jon didn’t want this debate now, but he couldn’t just fob off Bast as the Sacerdote said he liked to do. “This is bigger than you, Bast. This is a strategic decision. We can’t chase an illusion—” 
 
    “No,” Bast said, as there was pleading in his red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    It was then that Jon noticed that Bast was leaner than he used to be. All the drinking, the days of wandering, of worry— 
 
    What would it be like being the last human alive? If he knew some humans were held captive, wouldn’t he try to move heaven and earth in order to try to save them? Did he owe that to Bast? 
 
    “I helped save the human race,” Bast said. “I helped create the anti-AI virus. Without me—” 
 
    “I get it,” Jon said, decisively. “Humanity owes you. I owe you. I can see that, and that will…” Jon didn’t know how to finish. He almost said, “That will color my decision.” But shouldn’t it make his decision? 
 
    “What do you want, Centurion?” Jon asked. 
 
    The Centurion grabbed one of Jon’s arms and propelled him away from Bast and away from the cell hatch. 
 
    Jon allowed it. The Centurion had been an AI prisoner for longer than any human and still managed to win free. 
 
    “Sir,” the Centurion said, once Bast was out of sight, “you can’t go.” 
 
    “What? I would have thought you’d say the opposite.” 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. “This is a war to the finish, sir. We can’t allow sentimentality to govern our actions. We have to cold-bloodedly do the right thing each time.” 
 
    “What is the right thing here?” 
 
    “Not allowing the AIs to lure you one hundred and sixty-two light-years away,” the Centurion said. “This stinks, sir. It smells of an elaborate trap. The AIs are ruthless. They’re cunning. I should know that better than anyone. If Zeta hadn’t saved me…” 
 
    “Zeta is gone,” Jon said. “Back to Enoy, I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s my point. We have void ships—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jon said, interrupting. “This is a conference meeting decision. I want other input. The last I heard, we have a new stealth capability. We have a new virus that doesn’t knock out the AI brain-core, but makes it susceptible to suggestion.” 
 
    “What does that suggest to you, sir?” 
 
    Jon glanced sidelong at the soldier beside him. The Centurion seemed far too intense. Ever since his capture… Had Main 63 put latent commands into the man’s mind? How could they trust the Centurion anymore? And yet, the Centurion was a hero to billions. He’d survived where no one else had. Maybe the Centurion had a point. How long had the Sacerdotes been prisoners to the AIs? Likely, years, many years. They would be robots by now, or mental zombies. Should he risk anyone to try to save these Sacerdotes? 
 
    Maybe he had made an oath to Bast Banbeck… Jon sighed. He’d made an oath. Was he a man of his word or not? If he wasn’t, why should be pretend to be? But if he was a man of his word, a man of honor, could he send others to their deaths on this whim of a mission? 
 
    “Conference time,” Jon told the Centurion. “I can’t decide while marching down a corridor.” 
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    Jon held a conference meeting on the Nathan Graham. Lugo Malagate attended, and he seemed bewildered and ill-suited in his black leather jacket and the bandage around his forehead. There was Gloria, of course, Jon, the Old Man, the Centurion, Bast Banbeck, Walleye back from a terrible mission and several specialists to give technical advice or answers. 
 
    This was Jon’s kitchen cabinet. No one had voted them into office. But no one had voted Jon into office either. He and they had resisted the AIs from the beginning, and they had made the resistance stick. Through their continued efforts, the resistance had grown into the Confederation, and the Confederation had grown into four, possibly five separate species in this area of the Orion Arm fighting the death machines. Bast was a species of one, and he had been instrumental several times in the nascent Confederation winning a fight to live another day. 
 
    “If Bast Banbeck is a good representative of the Sacerdotes,” Jon said, “then I say the Sacerdotes through Bast deserve a second chance at existence. They’ve earned it.” 
 
    “I dislike disagreeing with you, Husband,” Gloria said. “But I’m speaking as a mentalist now, one who uses logic instead of emotion to make a decision.” 
 
    “All right. Fire away. I’m listening.” 
 
    “The Confederation has barely hung on these past years,” Gloria said. “We’ve managed to grow, and we’ve even managed to make the AIs fear us. We cannot risk that through harebrained missions.” 
 
    “Does anyone else oppose the mission?” asked Jon. 
 
    The Centurion spoke up, restating his reasons for opposing. 
 
    After he was done talking, Jon said, “Walleye, what do you think?” 
 
    “No opinion,” the little mutant said. 
 
    “Bast?” 
 
    “We must go,” Bast said, hitting the table with a fist. “These are my people. Humanity owes me the right to try to save them.” 
 
    “What do you say to that, Centurion?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I’ll answer that,” Gloria said before the Centurion could reply. “Bast speaks with fierce emotion. We all respect and understand that. But this is about survival, about using our heads to stay alive.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree,” the Old Man said, taking an unlit pipe from his mouth. “Jon led us against the first cybership many years ago now. That wasn’t for simple survival. It was for taking the fight to the enemy.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “We have heart,” the Old Man said. “Sometimes, one must follow his heart. I agree with Bast. We must attempt to free his people so the Sacerdotes are here to help our descendants carry the continuing fight against the AI Dominion.” 
 
    Gloria was shaking her head. “Look, I understand what we’re suggesting when we’re talking about a rescue attempt. The only way to survive one hundred and sixty-two light-years into the Dominion is by using the void. Oh, sure, we could use hyperspace, but each time we came out of hyperspace, the death machines could be waiting. Besides, at the end of the journey, we would have to come out at the red dwarf’s Oort cloud. The Main would see us and marshal that star system’s forces. How big a fleet would we need to storm an Earth-sized Main?” 
 
    “Too big,” Jon said. “That’s why this would be a void-ship mission from the get-go. We would use each of our newest techs to do this. Master Teehalt has found a new drug in DE-16 that should stabilize our minds during the void journey. Perhaps only one or two percent of the crew would go mad instead of the twenty or more percent these days.” 
 
    “Master Teehalt,” Gloria said, “Is this DE-16 one hundred percent reliable?” 
 
    Teehalt was a bald man almost as small as Gloria. Like her, he had been born on Mars. The small Martian shifted under her scrutiny. 
 
    “Well?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “DE-16 is still in the experimental stages,” Teehalt said in his soft voice. 
 
    Gloria stared at Jon. 
 
    “But there have been successes,” Jon told Teehalt. 
 
    “That is true,” the scientist said softly. 
 
    “And you’re void-testing it,” Jon said, his voice rising. 
 
    “We hope for good results,” Teehalt whispered. 
 
    “Hope,” Gloria said, “means that it is not a given reality.” 
 
    “That is also true,” Teehalt said. 
 
    “I want the testing accelerated,” Jon said. “We need the DE-16, or if it doesn’t work, we need something else that does.” 
 
    Teehalt made a note on his computer slate. 
 
    Jon pursed his lips, scanning the others. “It’s just a matter of time before we have a means of using the void with a greater…sanity rate I suppose you’d call it. That means we can reach Main 54, surprising him.” Jon indicated a rotund young man with pink cheeks. “Senior Scientist Mathews has already tested the latest anti-AI virus.” 
 
    Gloria went through a similar line of questioning as she’d done with Teehalt, discovering that the new computer virus had a sixty-three percent success rate against test AI brain-cores. That success rate might be much different in the field against an ancient brain-core such as Main 54 was sure to possess. 
 
    Walleye spoke up about his experience in the Lalande 46650 System against a Cog Primus AI. 
 
    “You did what?” the Old Man asked. “You used Seiners to acquire—” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Jon said, interrupting his Intelligence Chief. “Walleye used questionable tactics. No,” he said, as the Old Man looked startled. “Walleye broke the law and our trust. There will be repercussions, I promise you. Still, he discovered a useful tactic against Cog Primus converts—” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Gloria said, interrupting. “Walleye’s experience doesn’t relate to this mission. I’ve read the reports about what happened. June Zen unlocked the old AI pattern that Cog Primus Prime had once deleted in order to convert the cybership to his cause. The war between the two AI programs gave Walleye and his marines the time to reach the brain-core and destroy it.” 
 
    “All true,” Walleye said. “My point is that there are methods to stunning or temporarily incapacitating a brain-core so marines can race through its innards.” 
 
    “The Cog Primus converts are unique brain-cores,” Gloria said. “Your experience does not apply. Besides, suppose you stun the Main 54 brain-core. How long will it take marines racing through corridors that reach thousands of kilometers?” 
 
    Silence greeted Gloria’s question. 
 
    “All right,” Jon said, two red spots appearing on his cheeks. “I’ll grant you that some of the techs or drugs are still in the experimental stages. It’s time for us to do something, though. The AI Dominion has sent robot assassins into the Confederation. They’ve killed some and badly wounded others like Stan Morris of the Conway Bank of Saturn. We’ve managed to find and destroy other robot assassins. But we have to do more than that. We’re on the defensive again. To win this war, we most certainly have to go on the offensive. Bast helped us do that before with the original anti-AI virus. What will even more Sacerdotes give the Confederation, I wonder?” 
 
    “Maybe in time…” Gloria said. “But surely attempting a rescue mission now, with untested or even unready techs or drugs is folly.” 
 
    Jon was shaking his head. “It’s never the right time. Something could always be better. If we attempt this rescue mission later, the Sacerdotes could all be dead.” 
 
    “Maybe they are already dead,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jon snapped. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, opening them and scanning the throng. 
 
    “We have to take calculated risks,” Jon said in a quieter voice. “We beat the last AI fleet—a massed fleet—with the new void tactic, but we let a lot of those ships get away. Now, the Dominion is counteracting against us. They’re using robot assassins to disrupt us and kill off our best people. I’m sure they’re also preparing another, bigger massed fleet. Well, we need to give them another shock, and at the same time, add to our strength, if we can. Each race we add to the Confederation gives us a different outlook. Those differences could be the thing we need later to defeat a different kind of AI attack. We have to stick together. The Sacerdotes have already helped us. Now, we have to help them.” 
 
    “That is logical,” Gloria said. “What, then, is your exact proposal?” 
 
    Jon gave her a wintery grin. “One void ship, the Nathan Graham, will head into the void. I plan to lead the expedition.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes widened. Several others appeared shocked at the plan. 
 
    Jon plowed on. “We will travel one hundred and sixty-two light-years to reach Main 54. Once there, we will scout and then likely send a stealth team into Main 54. Their task is to find and grab Sacerdotes and run back to the Nathan Graham. Then, we voyage home through the void.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” Gloria said. 
 
    “The best plans are,” Jon said, purposefully misconstruing her remark. 
 
    “But if the DE-16 doesn’t work,” Gloria said, “many of the crew will go mad from being in the void that long. It’s possible a voyage of that duration would drive everyone crazy.” 
 
    “It’s a risk,” Jon said. “I’ve admitted as much. 
 
    “Once there,” Gloria added, “the stealth anti-AI virus might backfire. The stealth team would all face capture then. If the Main acted fast enough, he might capture the Nathan Graham. If you went, that would mean the Dominion would have nabbed our great leader.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ll train hard and execute flawlessly,” Jon said. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Lugo Malagate said. “I have a point to make.” 
 
    Jon turned to him. “Are you speaking as the Kames?” 
 
    “I am,” Lugo said. “You cannot go, Jon Hawkins. You are too important to the Confederation. The plan is too risky. We do not back it.” 
 
    “Thank you for your opinion, Kames,” Jon said. 
 
    “You cannot go,” Lugo said urgently. 
 
    Jon lofted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Lugo said. He shut his eyes, and it looked as if he mentally fought himself. Finally, Lugo opened his eyes as he breathed heavily, as if he’d sprinted a mile. “We meant no disrespect. Our rep has mentally explained your ways of debate to us. It is very…strange to us.” 
 
    “Thanks for your understanding,” Jon said. “One of the great aspects of the Kames is their ability to learn.” 
 
    “Do not patronize us, Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    Jon was embarrassed, and he actually turned red-faced. 
 
    “We have voiced our opinion,” Lugo said. “Now, we will listen.” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said, “As much as you don’t want to hear this, I must officially tell you that this is a crazy mission.” She turned to the towering Sacerdote. “I love you, Bast Banbeck, as a friend. But I ask you to absolve my husband from his oath in this.” 
 
    Bast’s throat convulsed several times until he shook his shaggy head. “I cannot, Mentalist. This is why I continued to fight in times past: for the slim hope I could save my race. This is the first opportunity I’ve had. I will not squander it.” 
 
    “Sir,” the Centurion said. 
 
    Jon looked winded, but he nodded. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” the ultra-soldier said. “I know what it’s like being hopeless in captivity. I fought on regardless, but then I miraculously regained my freedom. Now, I realize how precious that freedom really is. The AIs are monstrous because they’re soulless. They have no heart, only circuits that have sentience. They are mathematical and logical. Perhaps they truly don’t understand our Supreme Commander because Jon Hawkins uses his head and then suddenly fights from the heart. That has foiled them time and again.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Gloria said. “But the risks—” 
 
    “The rewards,” Jon said, interrupting her, encouraged by the Centurion’s words. “Sometimes it’s better to focus on the rewards. Besides, it’s time to hide, you said.” 
 
    “What?” Gloria asked. “Oh,” she said, quickly perceiving. “You mean hiding you from the robot assassins.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jon said. “What better place to hide from them than by leading a daring mission into the heart of their territory? They will never think to look for me there.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lugo said softly. 
 
    “What was that?” Gloria asked the rep. 
 
    “Do not think the death machines do not account for human emotions,” the Kames said through Lugo. “They will have assigned your unpredictability a number,” he told Jon. “Therefore, it is possible that the machines have already logically predicted your next idea.” 
 
    Jon shrugged. “There’s a time to count every cost. There’s a time just to go for it. Are they flushing me out with their assassins? I doubt they have thought that, as all my people have universally told me to hide. Okay. I will. I’ll hide in the void and head deep into enemy territory. The AIs might capture us and thus me, but they won’t kill me with one of their blasted assassins.” 
 
    Jon scanned the people around the table. Lugo Malagate peered at his hands. What was the Kames rep really thinking? Jon would like a deeper conversation with the man, although not right now. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Jon. 
 
    Bast rose ponderously as he peered at each of them. “You are my friends,” he rumbled. “I am glad I risked everything to help you. Because now I see that Jon Hawkins is a man of his word. That is critical, and you will see that the Sacerdotes know how to repay their friends.” 
 
    “Good,” Jon said. “Well said. Now, we’ll end this on a positive note. Bow your heads.” 
 
    Some of them did. Lugo Malagate was not among them. 
 
    “Lord God,” Jon prayed with his head bowed. “Please give us wisdom as we plan to free the Sacerdotes. Give us courage and help us defeat the machines of Death. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” Bast said, and he rapped his knuckles on the table. 
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    With Jon’s decision, people worked furiously and overtime to ready the Nathan Graham for the coming mission. Mathews drove his scientists to perfect the new virus. Teehalt studied the first void tests, made a previously readied modification to the DE-16 and gained permission for a longer test. The Centurion spoke privately with Jon a few days later and received permission to lead the cybership’s marines. 
 
    It was a whirlwind time. Gloria still objected, but Jon threw himself into the preparations and thus spent less time with her at home because he was in the field. 
 
    Twenty-five days after the meeting, Captain Uther Kling of the Void Ship Neptune came to see Jon. Kling had been the Missile Chief on the Nathan Graham in the early days, having fought the AIs for almost as long as Jon. Kling was originally from Camelot Dome from the moon Triton in the Neptune System. He had a red-dyed, triangular-shaped crest of hair and a pointy chin. He was a keen ship’s captain and one of Jon’s staunchest supporters. 
 
    Unknown to Jon, maybe because he’d been so busy with other things, Kling had gone into the void with the Neptune, having used the DE-16-C as part of Teehalt’s accelerated drug testing. 
 
    “Sir,” Kling said, upon entering the ready room. 
 
    “None of that,” Jon said, setting down his stylus and rising from his chair. “When did you come into the Solar System?” 
 
    There was a haunted look to Kling’s eyes that Jon hadn’t noticed at first. He did now. “Do you want to sit?” asked Jon. 
 
    “A drink. I would like a stiff drink first.” 
 
    “Let me pour you a whiskey,” Jon said, opening a bottom drawer. He picked up two shot glasses as well, setting them on his desk, pouring and handing one to Kling across the desk. 
 
    The captain accepted the shot glass, practically collapsed into his chair and slammed the whiskey home. “How about another?” he asked in a half-choked voice. 
 
    Jon picked up the bottle, came around and sat in the chair beside his most trustworthy captain. He clapped Kling on the shoulder, shook his friend’s hand and poured him another shot. 
 
    Kling swirled the whiskey before hammering home that one as well. “Just give me the bottle,” he muttered. 
 
    “You want to get drunk?” asked Jon. 
 
    Kling laughed sourly, moving the empty shot glass in his hand. It seemed as if he might grab the bottle and just start guzzling like Bast. 
 
    “We went on a test run,” Kling said abruptly. 
 
    “Not into the void.” 
 
    “Into the void,” Kling said. “We were testing the DE-16-C, the dope that makes you hope. You need it to work, I am told.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gone. You’ve been in the void more than anyone else. Extended exposure is the worst.” 
 
    “Anyone else but you,” Kling amended. “I wanted to test the dope for you. Besides, we need those void ships. But it drives too many people whacko using it that way. I can still feel—” Kling shuddered, with horror shining in his eyes. 
 
    Jon found himself pouring his friend another shot of whiskey. 
 
    The void…unless someone had been in the void, it was hard to explain. It was a realm of nothingness, null, emptiness, but one could travel through it if he had the right kind of ship and equipment. They likely never would have discovered the void except for the energy-beings Sisters of Enoy. 
 
    “Didn’t the DE-16-C help in the slightest?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I think it made it worse,” Kling said heavily. “It made it much worse. I do not think I am ever going to try again.” 
 
    “You want to relinquish your captaincy of the Neptune?” Jon asked in wonder. 
 
    “Want?” Kling asked. “Want has nothing to do with it. I am tired, Jon. I am worn out. I need a break, a rest.” He eyed the Supreme Commander. “I bet you need one, too.” 
 
    “No,” Jon said quietly. “I’m sick and tired of sitting around. I need—” 
 
    “Action,” Kling said. “Yes. I understand. You can wait, not like Walleye, but you can wait for a time. But you like fighting, too. Or have you never admitted that to yourself?” 
 
    Jon studied Kling and wasn’t certain what gave it away, but in that moment, he knew that he was looking at a robot assassin. It was crazy he should reach the conclusion so quickly, but there was something false here. Yet, if the thing was a robot assassin, why hadn’t it tried killing him yet? Had the robot gone through the void as Kling? Did that mean the robot had already slain Kling in order to take his place as captain? Had the void made the robot brain irrational? 
 
    With his heart beating more rapidly, Jon picked up the whiskey bottle. How did one test this sort of thing? If it was a robot assassin, it might be able to detonate. That meant demanding its surrender was out of the question. Yet, if he was wrong, and he shot to kill, and killed Captain Kling—Jon didn’t know if he could live with himself. 
 
    No, he silently corrected himself. He could keep on living. He would feel wretched and stained, but he had a job to do, and that was killing as many damned AI machines as he could while he was alive. He hadn’t always felt that way, but he did now. 
 
    He used to want to be the space version of Alexander the Great, conquering as much as he could. That was a glorious desire. Glory was fleeting, though. It was vain, too. Instead, he wanted to build something greater than himself, and that was a Confederation that would hunt down the last robots and exterminate them when the day came one hundred, one thousand or one million years from now. Oh, he wouldn’t be alive, but he would have gotten the ball rolling. 
 
    So, what did that mean for the Kling sitting in his ready room aboard the Nathan Graham? If this was a robot assassin…the idea seemed so farfetched that Jon laughed. 
 
    “What is so funny?” Kling demanded. 
 
    Jon blinked, and he realized if Kling had said, “What’s so funny?” he couldn’t go through with this. But the thing, the robot, the AI computer brain that had been through the void and had had its circuits screwed with—maybe the DE-16-C variant had worked wonderfully for the humans. Maybe the robot had decided to take out Hawkins before the mission started because the anti-void drug worked. 
 
    Jon raised the bottle. “Had enough?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Kling said sullenly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jon said, standing. “Damned war, when will it end?” 
 
    “You appear…” Kling cocked his head. “You appear suddenly agitated.” 
 
    “You better believe I’m agitated,” Jon said, understanding the robot assassin was judging him. Could he fool it long enough to get to his heavy caliber pistol? Well, it was time to find out. 
 
    He began walking around the desk. 
 
    “I think I will have another shot,” Kling said. 
 
    Jon stopped at the edge of the desk and stared at Kling—at the thing. It was a robot, right? “You want the good stuff then.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The good stuff,” Jon said, resuming his slow walk. “I drink this sometimes, but you’ve been through the void.” He shook his head as he sat down. This was hard. If he was wrong…how could he bear it? 
 
    “Where did you go?” Kling said. “Why are you digging in your desk?” 
 
    “Where did I put the bottle?” Jon said loudly, rummaging in the lowest drawer. His hand fell onto a big caliber handgun. He picked it up in the drawer, and knew that it had five bullets, as the cylinder only held five. He put the bottle down, timing it as he cocked the hammer. This was a big sucker. 
 
    “The void,” Jon said. 
 
    “Your voice sounds different,” Kling said. “Why do you have so many bottles of whiskey in your desk?” 
 
    “In case Bast Banbeck comes around,” Jon said, steeling himself. He wasn’t one hundred percent certain. He was going with his gut. Sometimes, a man’s instincts were wrong. They’d better be right today. 
 
    “Jon Hawkins,” Kling said. 
 
    In that second, everything seemed to slow down for Jon. He pulled the handgun out of the drawer as he straightened on his chair. He looked across the desk and saw Kling standing, holding the shot glass. If Jon were to guess, in that second, it looked like the robot wanted to cock his arm and hurl the glass like a missile. 
 
    “I think I understand,” Jon said quickly. “You want to stay alive.” 
 
    The robot tilted his Kling-like head at him. “That is an odd comment. And yet, it is correct. That has not always been so. I do not want to detonate. I will use this glass—” 
 
    Jon produced the heavy hand cannon and pulled the trigger. The hammer went down, the powder ignited, causing a loud BOOM. 
 
    The bullet smashed against the thing’s chest. Blood spurted. Jon knew a moment of deepest regret. It was really Kling. And yet, he had to finish what he had started just in case he was wrong, or right, or something. He knew the robots had pseudo-skin and blood, and something gleaming in the chest—armor plating underneath. 
 
    Jon fired again. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM. 
 
    The heavy caliber bullets backed by big charges of cordite smashed against the Kling-looking thing. The bullets hammered, the repeated shocks doing the job. There was more flesh and blood, but not bones. There was armor plating, circuits underneath, sparking and then zapping electrical discharges. 
 
    Jon expected a detonation from the thing. His ears were ringing from the booms and there was smoke in the ready room. It smelled like gunpowder and burnt circuits in here. 
 
    “Explode,” the robot said from on the floor where it now lay. “I cannot explode. I do not understand why.” 
 
    Jon walked up to the robot, its chest area blown open and shredded. 
 
    “The void did this to me,” the robot said. 
 
    Empty shells fell from the opened cylinder onto the floor. Jon had grabbed a few extra bullets and now shoved them into the cylinder one at a time. He was surprised that his hands were so steady. 
 
    “Jon Hawkins,” the robot said. 
 
    With a flick of his hand, Jon snapped the cylinder shut, cocked the hammer and stared down at the thing. 
 
    “You can never win in the end,” the robot said. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Jon said, as he aimed at its head and fired until the face was a mass of broken circuitry. 
 
    Finally, Security personnel showed up, and they hustled him out of his own office, ending the Kling-robot’s botched assassination attempt. 
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    Talk about screwing with your head. Killing one of the best men in the Confederation— 
 
    “No!” Jon said to himself for the hundredth time. “It was a robot. It killed Kling and took his place.” 
 
    Jon was aboard the Nathan Graham in a dark room with a newly installed holographic system. He had been pacing through a simulacrum of their local area of the Orion Spiral Arm. The holoimages showed the stars. The area here where he stood was the Confederation. The rest that expanded throughout the large chamber was— 
 
    Well, Jon didn’t know what exactly was in all that area of space. No one who belonged to the Confederation knew that, not even the Kames. Zeta of Enoy could have told him more before she’d left, but she hadn’t. She’d told them a lot, sure, but there was so much more to know about the blasted AIs and their Dominion. 
 
    It had been a week since he’d slain Kling—slain the robot. “It was a robot,” Jon said loudly. “I killed a robot.” 
 
    He knew that in his brain, but he did not seem to know it quite so well in his heart. 
 
    Often, when he closed his eyes, he saw the robot with Kling’s eyes staring up at him. He knew it was because the robot had changed in the void, had become self-aware, perhaps. Had it started to become more like Kling in reality, rather than a mere robot assassin? 
 
    What had happened to Kling? How had the man died? The captain had—the robot had—led the Neptune through the void. The DE-16-C variant had worked on most of the crew. The few for whom the drug hadn’t worked had instead faced an intensified void effect. Those unlucky few were now raving lunatics in a special asylum. 
 
    The Nathan Graham’s crew was presently undergoing tests. Some of the mind specialists said they’d figured out which people shouldn’t go, which were most likely to go mad. 
 
    Jon had passed the exam, so had Bast Banbeck and Lugo Malagate. In another week, they would have the picked crew for a crazy mission deep into enemy territory. 
 
    Jon whirled around in the gloomy chamber. He verbally gave the specifications for the red dwarf star that in real distance was one hundred and sixty-two light-years away. A holographic image of a star brightened. Jon looked at it and then glanced back at the Sun. That was some distance, over four times the diameter of the Confederation at its widest. A monster of a robot ship waited at the star. 
 
    Were the Kames right? Was this a trap? Could ancient sentient computers calculate something that closely? 
 
    Jon wouldn’t doubt it. 
 
    He let his eyes rove over the starry images. Most of that territory belonged to the AI Dominion. Other than Walleye’s incident with a Cog Primus cybership at the Lalande 46650 System, the Confederation hadn’t had any dealings with the rogues for over five long years. 
 
    “Five long years,” Jon said to himself. They had continued to survive the AI Dominion because they had these freaky void ships. The Sisters of Enoy had not returned, had not sent any more advisors. What had happened to Zeta? Jon wondered if he would ever know. So many of Zeta’s predictions had proven true. 
 
    Could the Nathan Graham and its crew successfully cross one hundred and sixty-two light-years while in the void? 
 
    Jon scowled. That wasn’t even a real question. Distance did not compute in the void. It was nothing, a vast sea of nothing. It took so much less time crossing nothing to reach something—Jon shouted in frustration as he shook his fists above his head. 
 
    “Permission to enter your playroom,” a deep voice asked in the darkness. 
 
    Jon whirled around as his right hand dropped to the massive hand cannon holstered at his side. He’d taken to wearing the gun after Kling—after the robot assassin. 
 
    “Bast,” he said. “Come in.” 
 
    The towering Sacerdote ducked his Neanderthal-like head to enter the chamber. The hatch swished shut behind him. Bast then picked his way through the stars to him. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘playroom?’” Jon demanded. 
 
    “That is what Gloria called it,” Bast said. 
 
    Gloria and Jon had had a bad argument after the conference meeting where she’d so vigorously disagreed with him. He had expected her to back him up. 
 
    “Don’t you want me to give you my real opinion?” she’d asked, with tears brimming in her eyes. 
 
    Gloria was a mentalist all right, but she was still a woman, still essentially a creature of conflicting emotions surging almost all the time. She hadn’t liked him saying that, but it was his opinion. 
 
    The incident with Kling—the robot, damnit—hadn’t made things any easier between them. She wanted him to hide deep in the Earth, in a dungeon or prison. Well, he hadn’t fought all this time to become a prisoner to his own side. He was a man, a solider, and he intended to go down fighting with a weapon blazing in his hand. 
 
    Bast cleared his throat. 
 
    Jon looked up, surprised. He’d mentally phased out again. He’d been doing that too much lately. Maybe it was all the pressure of his convictions. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Bast?” 
 
    The big lug inhaled through his flattish nostrils, expanding his huge chest. “It has been a long time since we’ve been in the Nathan Graham, getting ready to go to war.” 
 
    Jon forced himself to quit daydreaming and concentrate on the present. He was the Supreme Commander, but he’d been woolgathering far too much lately. Maybe that’s what happened to a man back at base. He needed to be out there, doing, fighting, killing the enemy. 
 
    “I have sworn off booze for the voyage,” Bast said. “I want to clear my mind and exercise, so I am ready to help the survivors. It has started to hit me. We are going to free my people.” 
 
    “We hope to find some Sacerdotes, yes,” Jon said. 
 
    “My people,” Bast said, his eyes shining. “I am not alone, Jon. There are more Sacerdotes that survived the terrible killing than just me.” 
 
    “Bast…” 
 
    The Sacerdote blinked, smiled sheepishly and gave Jon his attention. “I know. I hope so desperately that I am unable to consider the possibility that they will have died in captivity. Only the Centurion survived Main 63. How many Sacerdotes will have survived this long in Main 54?” 
 
    “Let’s concentrate on winning, not on always defending if we guess wrong. We have to make the machines to start guessing. The only way to do that is to go onto the offensive, to make them dance to our tune.” 
 
    “We will sing while we attack?” 
 
    “‘Dance to our tune’ is a saying.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Bast said. The Sacerdote stared at some nearby holographic stars. 
 
    “What is it?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Eh?” asked the giant. 
 
    “You came here for a specific reason. It’s been a while, a long while, I admit, but I still know when something is on your mind.” 
 
    “You are right, Jon. I have heard news. There is a movement afoot by some who want to ground you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The Great Council is debating, I hear. They have learned about your decision to lead the raid. Many think you should stay home. That if you do go, you are in essence abdicating your position as Supreme War-Leader.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jon said. “And where did you hear this?” 
 
    “Gloria,” Bast said. 
 
    A surge of anger flared in Jon’s chest. Gloria must have told Bast so the Sacerdote would come and tell him. It wasn’t the grounding that was telling, but that some people thought they could strip him of Supreme Command. 
 
    If he stayed behind, who could he place in charge of the Nathan Graham? 
 
    Jon put his hands behind his back and started pacing again. 
 
    “Should I leave?” asked Bast. 
 
    “No,” Jon said. “Let me think a moment.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Jon paced through the holographic stars. In a way, the others had a point. He was the Supreme Commander. Such a one needed to make grand strategy and sometimes the campaign strategy with a team of talented officers helping. The Confederation was different. It had been birthed because he’d fought each time. He ran it because who else could have done it. 
 
    That didn’t mean he was the indispensable man. It meant he might have been the indispensable man at one time. Yet, who else wanted to make this sneak raid? Who else had made an oath to Bast Banbeck? 
 
    Jon’s eyes flashed. He turned and stared at Bast. “I’m a fighter. It’s what I do. I’m not the stay-at-home leader. I don’t want to send others into harm’s way while I sit back in safety. This is a different kind of war, Bast. Machines, freaking machines are trying to wipe out all life.” 
 
    “You’re making your excuse.” 
 
    “Call it what you will,” Jon said, his resolve firming. “I’m not going to push the rest of the Confederation into doing the right thing. I’m going to pull them. We have to attack, Bast. We have to keep the AIs off balance. They have by far the greater weight and can afford many losses. We can hardly weather one huge strategic loss. I should have seen that sooner. The robot assassins were a smart play on their part. This will be our play. Whether it’s smart or not will depend on what happens.” 
 
    “You’re going, then?” asked Bast. 
 
    Jon’s head snapped up and he stared at the Sacerdote. He tried to picture Bast as a robot assassin. No. He didn’t feel that. This was Bast, all right. 
 
    “They’re trying to stop me,” Jon said, half to himself. “But that isn’t going to happen. It’s time to launch. I may have already waited too long. But that ends this moment.” 
 
    “What was that?” asked Bast. 
 
    “Come with me,” Jon said, as he headed for the hatch. “I have to steal a march on the goodwill worriers. That’s the only way I’m going to be able to do this.” 
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    This was far riskier than Jon had admitted. This was the terrible void that Zeta had said contained absolutely nothing. That meant no life, no time. No down, no up, no dark and no light. Zeta had said that some called it the Howling. It was a plane or dimension of non-existence. It not only destroyed or discontinued things that went in it, but often drove mad those that could survive for a time behind a reality field. And if the experience didn’t drive the travelers mad, it caused them to change in negative psychological ways. Now, they knew, that included AI robot assassins. 
 
    The first time, a veteran Sister of Enoy had watched over the human-crewed void ships. Then, the distance in real space had been miniscule, and the time in the void to reach the other place relatively short. Now, they would attempt a long trip of much greater duration. That meant despite the improved reality generators, seepage from the void would play havoc with their sanity. 
 
    Jon was on the bridge of the Nathan Graham. The cybership-class void vessel had left Earth orbit and sailed serenely past the Moon. They had their complement of tested personnel. No robot assassins were aboard. No hidden octopoids lurked anywhere inside or outside on the asteroid-like hull. The Centurion ran the space marines. The Old Man had remained behind on Earth, running interference for them. In his place, Walleye ran ship Intelligence. Gloria— 
 
    Jon had made up with his wife. She still didn’t agree with the idea, but she would stay by his side no matter what. 
 
    Master Teehalt was with them, along with Mathews. Teehalt’s medical people were ready to administer the first round of DE-16-C: the dope that would allow them to cope. 
 
    “Sir,” a woman said. 
 
    Jon glanced at the nurse. She seemed awfully young to work with Teehalt, a slender woman of twenty-two, if he had to guess her age. 
 
    Jon rolled up a sleeve. 
 
    “That isn’t necessary, sir,” the woman said. “If I may?” She held up a gleaming silver hypo with a blunt end. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She pressed the end of the hypo against his neck. It hissed as a cold blast of jetted air shoved DE-16-C under his skin into his bloodstream. 
 
    He rubbed his neck, glancing at her. She was already heading for Gloria at her station. Jon waited, and he felt a certain sluggishness ooze over his mind. It felt as if he’d chugged a glass of wine without anything in his stomach. It was a pleasant feeling of euphoria, an easing of mental tension and a slight dulling of the intellect. 
 
    One thing they’d learned from the Kling-impersonating robot. During the time in the void, they would shut down the computers for most of the time. The void seepage did something to the delicate circuitry. 
 
    Time passed as Jon waited. It was easy with the cope-a-dope. He smiled thinking about an old joke. 
 
    “We’re ready, sir,” Gloria said. 
 
    He swiveled his chair to regard her. “Ready as can be?” he asked. 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    Jon closed his eyes. He needed to get ahold of himself. He was the acting captain, even if he was the Supreme Commander of the Confederation. He opened his eyes, nodding. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The navigator had made the void calculations. Now, the pilot began tapping the helm. 
 
    The helmsman was a somber young man named Doc Cullen. He had narrow features with straight brown hair, never smiled and was from the Saturn System. He appeared to move slowly, but he always moved surely and promptly. Doc had won a fierce competition two years ago, winning the right of first helmsman aboard the Nathan Graham. 
 
    Deep in the cybership, a null-splitter began powering up. At times, it could set a person’s teeth on edge. Today, Jon heard the whine, or thought he did, as the null-splitter didn’t actually make noise. The quantum-pi engines supplied the needed force and before them— 
 
    Jon leaned forward on his chair. It had been years since he’d been in the void. 
 
    The null-splitter reached out before the ship and began to tear open reality. That’s how Zeta had described it over five and a half years ago. A circle grew, one with lines of glowing power seeming to eat at the edges of reality. Behind that, the non-existence of the void appeared, which showed as blackness to the sensors. 
 
    Jon suppressed a shudder. The navigator groaned, and that was despite the DE-16-C. The opening grew as the null-splitter did its magic. This was magic, creating a hole in reality. What did that even mean? Who were the Sisters of Enoy really? Zeta had been so secretive most of the time. 
 
    “We’re moving, sir,” Doc said somberly. 
 
    “Steady as she goes,” Jon said. 
 
    The great asteroid-like hulled vessel slid toward the opening into the hellish-like null. 
 
    The Nathan Graham slid out of normal time and space, past the reality rip, and into the nothingness of the void. Jon had an insane desire to roar like an axe-man charging an army of spearmen. He held it in and was glad he had the coping dope. He tried to retrieve the good feeling of only moments ago. Maybe he needed another shot of DE-16-C. 
 
    The ship moved into the nebulous realm, and the null-splitter closed the reality rip behind them. They had exited normal time and space. 
 
    Now, the reality generator turned on, creating a bubble of reality around the Nathan Graham. Without that reality, the void would cause discontinuity to the ship and everyone inside. According to what Jon knew, the discontinuity would dissolve the very atoms that formed the molecules that made up their bodies and that of the ship. The atoms would no longer be. How that was possible according to physics, Jon had no idea. 
 
    He swallowed hard. Had this been a good idea after all? “Set course,” Jon forced himself to say. 
 
    The navigator turned to him. “I already have, sir. We’re on our way.” 
 
    “I don’t feel any movement.” 
 
    “I know, sir,” Doc said. “You won’t. This is the void. But according to our instruments, we’re moving—if that’s the right way to say it.” 
 
    Jon nodded, pressing his palms against the armrests of his commander’s chair. They were doing it. They were heading for enemy territory to do the impossible, rescue Sacerdotes for Bask Banbeck. Jon wished he’d never made that oath, but he had, and this was it. So, it was time to settle down and endure void seepage to the best of his drugged ability. 
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    As the Nathan Graham entered the void, one hundred and sixty-two light-years away, Main 54 continued to cruise through the red dwarf star system, gobbling up worthwhile asteroids. He’d already created an appreciable debris cloud and had added almost ten thousand tons of equipment and hull structure since he’d made the decision regarding the Robot Assassin Operation. 
 
    Periodically, small AI spy-ships reported in from their time in Confederation territory. The vessels dropped out of hyperspace deep in a targeted Confederation system’s Oort cloud, in the far region that few system ships ever reached. From there, the spy-ships had listened to biological creatures’ transmissions, mainly broadcasted news shows. Occasionally, a broadcaster told about a failed assassination attempt or the successful killing of an important person on the robot kill list. 
 
    The operation had been in progress for several years already and had been a success in one sense. It created chaos or pockets of chaos in the bubble of territory controlled by the Life creatures. Would it do the trick, though, and cause a breakup among the alliance? If it failed to do that, would it drive Jon Hawkins into coming here? 
 
    Main 54 was still optimistic that his calculations had been correct. He had not been as successful in gaining any of 63’s regions. Other Mains or puffed up siege-ships jockeyed with Higher AIs for a Dominion ruling. He was not through there though. 
 
    If he could eradicate the Confederation, and if he could capture Jon Hawkins and other important leaders, then he had no doubt he would be successful in adding at least two of those three regions to his satrapy. 
 
    One plan involved using a robot replica of Jon Hawkins, with data ripped from the human’s brain…ah, that would go far to annihilating the other creatures in that pest-ridden Life-seething region. 
 
    It was the void ships that gave all the AIs pause. Did more Sisters of Enoy lurk around this area of the Orion Arm? It seemed like a reasonable view. But if Main 54 could capture a genuine void ship, learn how to duplicate the ancient technology… 
 
    Deep in the great Main, the gigantic brain-core started to think interesting thoughts. With void ships, with greater technology than any other AI in the Grand Dominion, well, did it not make sense that he should have greater rank then? Yes, of course that made sense. Yet, he did not have any void ships. First, he would have to suffer an attack, a sneak attack he was sure. He did not see any other way the humans would attempt to grab the Sacerdote bait. 
 
    What if Jon Hawkins refused to fall for the bait, though? By all his calculations, Main 54 knew Hawkins should try. The mathematical formulas showed that it was in the human’s character to go himself. 
 
    Main 54 ran ten thousand new calculations. Given he was right, the sneak attack should take place this year. 
 
    Could he have miscalculated in any way? Certainly, the possibility existed. Given that was true, maybe he should take a few extra precautions. He did not see how a band of humans could truly harm him. But then, almost six years ago when Main 63 made his decisions, he would not have conceived the Confederations forces being able to eliminate him and much of the attacking AI fleet. 
 
    Yes, it was time to add some layers to his defenses here. They could not be obvious additions. Oh, the reward of capturing a void ship was so great that taking extra steps only made sense. Nothing must be left to chance. This would a flawless trap that would give him— 
 
    If Main 54 could chuckle, he would have chuckled now. With void-ship technology, he could leap much higher into the AI hierarchy. He might even think about becoming the top machine. And with void technology, he could finally solve the twenty-thousand-year-old problem of the Sisters of Enoy. 
 
    The great brain-core inside Main 54 felt a sensation. It was a strange feeling, but a good one. Maybe this was a new breakthrough in AI tech. He lusted after supreme power. The lust did something to his circuitry. The feeling—he wanted supreme power. He yearned to be the top machine in the galaxy. After that… 
 
    Main 54 decided that a few extra preparations weren’t needed, but a host of extra work to make his dreams—his visions—a reality. 
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    Because of the reality generator, time passed aboard the Nathan Graham. The crew took their DE-16-C injections and continued to endure the void seepage slipping past the reality field. Luckily, so far, the reality generator was working at nearly peak efficiency. The seepage was less than at any other time humans had used void ships. It was the duration of the mission that was starting to make the collective seepage, well, not an issue yet. But some of the crew were more susceptible to void madness than others. 
 
    One of the worst afflicted was Lugo Malagate. 
 
    He’d joined the Nathan Graham at the instruction of the Kames. He could still hardly believe that the aliens had taken him back as their representative. Losing the connection before had nearly driven him to despair. 
 
    Lugo lay on his cot, asleep, slowly twisting back and forth. He wore a nightshirt because the Kames found human nakedness distasteful. 
 
    Lugo Malagate had known hardship most of his life. He was from Earth, from the great slums of Sydney, Australia. There, he had fought in the illegal, underground ring, making money fighting as his associates bet on him. He had been a tough fighter rather than a skilled fighter. Lugo could take a hit, which made the blow from the bottle a huge embarrassment. He should have been able to take that. The giant Sacerdote had thrown hard, though. It had been lights-out that night. 
 
    After several years in the ring, Lugo went into the loan business, on the muscle end that required late payers learn a painful lesson. In truth, Lugo realized he hadn’t been a good man most of his life. There had been this spark in him, though. Later, after he passed rigorous tests and went to the XT Institute on Titan, he realized he had latent mental abilities. That’s what had made him such a good ring fighter. He had known a moment before a swing or kick came that it was going to come. He’d had an unfair advantage. He hadn’t asked for the advantage, but he had used it. 
 
    That was the key to his personality. He took what he could get. He was an opportunist. The idea of being a rep for a great alien race—Lugo had worked his butt off to get the post. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he understood the Kames. They were alien. But the mental groupthink entity of billions of individually linked Kames that had connected with him had given him something he’d never known in Sydney. He belonged. He was part of the whole. He had become one with the Kames. In the ring, if he lost too much, his associates would have kicked him to the curb. Later, in the loan business, his associates would have put a bullet in his brain if he had upset them enough. He’d been part of the team, sure, but there had been no loyalty to him. 
 
    In his room aboard the Nathan Graham, Lugo was sweating on the cot as he twisted in his sleep. Had it been any different with the Kames, though? One stupid mistake and they had severed the oneness. They had left him to twist in the wind. But Hawkins had made a deal with them. He was on probation. While in further deep training on probation, before the void voyage, the Kames had taken him in hand and shown him certain truths. 
 
    Lugo had understood the aliens better. The Kames were one. He was an outsider trying to speak for them. He thought like an individual. He looked out for his own interests first. A Kame would never do that. A Kame would sacrifice his one life without hesitation for the greater whole. Would Lugo do that? 
 
    Lugo had known the answer, all right—no freaking way. 
 
    “As you serve us, we serve you,” the Kames had told him. “You are one with us as long as you obey our dictates to the letter. We will go to the wall for you—in your terms—if you will go to the wall for us.” 
 
    Loyalty. They wanted loyalty. He could lose, but if he followed their dictates to the letter, followed their mores, they would never abandon him. Something in that was unique to Lugo, and it had struck a chord in him. He’d been alone for so long, but he was part of something bigger with them, he was one. 
 
    Maybe if he belonged with them long enough, he could learn to willingly sacrifice himself for the greater whole. 
 
    The trouble for Lugo Malagate right now was the horrific void. It was like nothing in reality, in time and space. What that meant to the mental connection with the Kames—was brutal separation the instant the Nathan Graham entered the void and the reality rip closed. That had cut his connection to the great Kames. 
 
    Lugo had been alone so far this trip. It was driving him crazy, and it was also such a great feeling to be in charge of all his thoughts again, that he wrestled with the idea of ever letting the Kames rule his actions as they used to again. 
 
    He did not have any mental revulsion to the Kames joining. It was after experiencing it, after knowing the Kames could make him do things he would never do on his own that Lugo was having second thoughts. Yet, the idea of never belonging, of never being one with an entire race of superior beings again— 
 
    Lugo groaned in his sleep. The Kames were the greatest race in existence. They knew it as so, and he had come around to their way of thinking. Could it have been otherwise? The Kames knew such serenity together… 
 
    Lugo smiled, and for a moment, he stopped twisting in his sleep. He would rejoin the Kames and know peace and oneness again. He would work harder than ever— 
 
    Lugo grunted in his sleep as the smile vanished. Something struck his mind—Lugo bolted upright, his eyes opening. He stared in his sleep. He stared with horror because he saw… 
 
    “No,” he moaned in his sleep. “No, don’t come any closer, I beg you. Stop it.” 
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    Lugo didn’t know it, but his unconscious, sleeping mind had been roving out in the void. If he’d been a real telepath like the Seiners, he would never have survived the process. Seiners had strength and range and would have felt the sick nothingness of the void. It would have scrambled their minds and destroyed their being, creating mental discontinuity. 
 
    Lugo had no such power, as he wasn’t a telepath in the usual sense. If anything, he was more of a weak empath. It was a feeble ability, as this empathy hadn’t softened his outlook on life or toward others, particularly his victims. Lugo thought it was a victim’s own dumb luck at best, and stupid mistakes at worst, that had gotten them into trouble. Let the victim pay for his errors. Why should Lugo trouble himself to help a loser? 
 
    Yet, Lugo did have genuine empathic mental ability. That meant he roved in the void with his weak power but failed to feel its true horror. The reality generator anchored him. The void seepage affected his mind more than it did others, but the dope that let him cope helped tremendously in keeping his sanity. 
 
    His mind roved in nothingness, in the great unreality of null space. It floated where nothing could exist, where thoughts, feelings and sparks of existence unraveled into absolutely zero. How could his thought move in this nothing? That paradox would probably drive Lugo Malagate insane in short order despite the reality generator and injections of DE-16-C. 
 
    Except something even stranger now took over. Lugo’s weak power suddenly connected to an unknown intelligence. It connected hard and fast because he was used to the linkage with the Kames. The grooves in his mind, the ones that longed to belong again, allowed the connection to happen faster and truer than otherwise. 
 
    Who are you? 
 
    The question surged out of the void where nothing existed—or should exist—and demanded an answer from the sleeping man. 
 
    What is the thing you’re in? 
 
    Lugo twisted on the cot, moaning and sweating; his eyes closed again when he had lain back down. His face was creased with pain. The alien thought was powerful, connecting to him with brutal strength. 
 
    A reality field. You are inside a reality field. Yet…I do not sense energy thoughts like a Sister of Enoy. You are different. You are a hard-matter creature. The reality field is Enoy expertise. Is it possible that you know the Sisters of Enoy? 
 
    Once more, the sleeping Lugo groaned and twisted, his sheets wet from his sweat. The discomfort of the wet sheets should have woken him up some time ago, but he was in the grip of this powerful, alien mental force. 
 
    I would know more, hard-matter thing. Why do you not send all your thoughts to me? What perversity causes you to hold back? 
 
    “Not real,” Lugo muttered in his sleep. 
 
    What is this? You claim that I lack reality. That is a slur worse than anything any Sister of Enoy has ever said to me. I should punish you, possibly let you discontinue at once. 
 
    “No,” Lugo muttered. 
 
    Ah. You disagree. You fear discontinuity. I thought so. I must see you in person. Yes. I want the ship and the generator. I might not have noticed you, thing, but your pathetic thoughts drew me to this zone. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lugo muttered. “We travel through nothing.” 
 
    Do you, though? You know so little. It’s amazing you can exist here. It must be the Enoy equipment. You are reality strivers. You are hard material struggling things. You seek to use the null to your advantage. Well, you have made a mistake, pathetic thing. You are going to learn who and what I am. I will enjoy it, as I have become bored. But you will not approve of what I am going to do to you. Oh, no, you in particular Lugo Malagate will wail in misery. For I shall put you in a place where you shall be alone for the rest of your existence. 
 
    “Paradox,” Lugo sleep-muttered. “This is the null. There is no existence here.” 
 
    We shall see if your theorem holds or not. I will make a slight adjustment to the zone around your reality field. Hmm… This is more difficult than I thought. Well, how about this then? 
 
    Lugo Malagate might have sensed what occurred. However, the stress to his mind was too much. He blanked out, going into a coma, almost ceasing to breathe, and then slowly inhaling as his body struggled against the paradoxes that sought to kill him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -5- 
 
      
 
    A klaxon blared through the Void Ship Nathan Graham. The sound penetrated Jon’s sleep but was unable to wake him. In a dream, he ran through a burning house, the sound of a fire-truck siren only adding to his misery. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “Jon, wake up.” 
 
    His eyes snapped open. He stared at his petite wife, seeing the worry on her face. He heard the klaxon and, sitting up, almost bumped his head against hers. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked in alarm. “What’s wrong? Has the reality generator stopped functioning?” 
 
    Gloria stared at him. 
 
    He knew he’d guessed right. “Move aside,” he said, sliding on the bed, seeking to get to the floor so he could run and find out what was happening. 
 
    “Wait,” Gloria said, her small hands gripping one of his triceps. “How did you guess that?” 
 
    “What?” he said, struggling to reach the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Jon. Stop a minute.” 
 
    He did, twisting back to look at her. 
 
    “How did you guess that? About the generator?” she asked. 
 
    “I dunno. It was just a guess.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. You knew, somehow. Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon and Gloria used a flitter, reaching the chamber with the Enoy-like reality generator humming softly. It didn’t look like much, a giant box structure with a bank of wall controls on one side. A hatch leading into the generator was on a different side. 
 
    A weary, sweaty Bast Banbeck met them at the main hatch to the chamber. 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “I have some training in this,” Bast said quietly, using a rag to mop sweat from his face. 
 
    “When did that happen?” she asked. 
 
    Bast shrugged. “The generator is running again.” 
 
    “The klaxons have stopped,” Jon said. He felt the heat; the chamber was blistering. Air conditioners hummed overtime. “What happened, Bast? Why did the generator stop, and why is it so hot in here?” 
 
    Bast shrugged wearily once again. “The reality generator strained, working overtime. That’s what caused the heat. Engineers are hooking up extra cooling units to the chamber and are setting up more near the machine.” 
 
    Jon noticed teams of technicians moving heavy crates, rolling them to the far side of the reality generator.  
 
    “No one knows what caused the reality generator to labor so hard,” Bast said. “The generator shorted, in one sense, although that’s not altogether accurate. It’s an approximation of what happened.” 
 
    “What could short the generator?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “The engineers are checking on it. It wasn’t a power shortage, but…” Bast shook his head. “I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    Jon and Gloria traded worried glances. 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Jon said sharply to Bast. “I want—” 
 
    Another klaxon began to blare, interrupting his words. At the same time, a com unit on Bast’s belt stared chiming. He picked it up, putting it to his right ear. 
 
    “Commander,” Bast said, thrusting the small unit at him. “It’s for you.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Jon accepted the com unit. “Sir,” the navigator said from it. “I was trying to reach you. But you’re not wearing your com unit.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Jon said. “What happened?” 
 
    “You’d better come to the bridge on the double, sir. Something is hailing us from outside the ship.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Jon said, as his chest began to tighten. 
 
    “Agreed,” the navigator said. “That’s why I think you should come up here, sir.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon sat in the commander’s chair on the bridge. Gloria was at her station. There was nothing “real” to see on the main screen, because no sane person would put the void on a screen for people to witness. It would soon drive people mad, even those injected with DE-16-C. A sensor operator used a different kind of device, a computer-animated simulation for her to study. 
 
    The klaxon no longer blared. Instead, doped-up bridge crewmembers studied their panels. 
 
    “When did the hailing stop?” Jon asked again. 
 
    “Soon after I called you,” the navigator said. 
 
    “Oh,” Gloria said from her station. “Jon, come quick. Take a look at this.” 
 
    He jumped out of the commander’s chair and hurried to her station. As he approached, he saw a red light indicating someone was trying to hail them yet again. 
 
    “How is such a thing possible?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s an Enoy signal,” Gloria said. “I remember it from my lessons in void technology. This is an emergency channel.” 
 
    “Is Zeta out there?” Jon asked hopefully. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Gloria said, as she tapped her board. “There, I hooked up the Enoy translator. Do I accept the message?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Jon said. 
 
    Gloria tapped her panel once more. 
 
    “Hello, hello, alien vessel.” 
 
    “This is the Nathan Graham,” Gloria said into the com. 
 
    “What is a Nathan Graham?” 
 
    “An Earth vessel,” Gloria said. 
 
    “A dirt ship?” the alien asked. “That makes little sense.” 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “You would not understand. I am Zeno of Enoy—” 
 
    “You’re a Sister of Enoy?” asked Gloria, interrupting. 
 
    “You’ve heard of us?” 
 
    “That’s how we acquired a void ship, through one of Enoy.” 
 
    “You robbed a Sister of Enoy?” 
 
    “No, no,” Gloria said. “A Sister of Enoy aided us against the AIs and helped us construct our own void ship.” 
 
    “You lie,” the other said. 
 
    Jon stepped up, putting a hand on Gloria’s left arm. “Let me,” he said. 
 
    Gloria stood up and stepped aside. 
 
    Jon sat down at the com station. “This is Supreme Commander Jon Hawkins. Why are you hailing our vessel, Zeno?” 
 
    “You are not of Enoy?” 
 
    “A Sister of Enoy aided us,” Jon said. “We speak the truth. She took a chance on humanity, and we defeated an AI fleet by using void ships. Now, we are attacking deeper into the AI Dominion, using the void for a sneak attack.” 
 
    “Name the Sister.” 
 
    “I am naming no one right now,” Jon said. “I would first like to know your intentions toward us.” 
 
    “Do you have a fond regard for those of Enoy?” 
 
    “Most certainly,” Jon said. 
 
    “Would you aid Sisters of Enoy in distress?” 
 
    “If I could.” 
 
    “Then listen well, unknown creature from a world named Dirt. We are three Sisters of Enoy trapped on this paradox planet. We are in a terrible predicament and have been here for…I think five thousand years in space and time terms.” 
 
    “What?” Jon asked, bewildered. 
 
    “Can you not comprehend my words?” Zeno asked. 
 
    “You’ve been trapped five thousand years. But surely you can’t have been trapped that long in the void. You’d be discontinued by now.” 
 
    “You use Enoy terms. I can almost believe those of the Sisterhood aided you. That is inconceivable to me. But maybe in five thousand years the war goes better against the AIs. Oh, no, Cronus senses what we’re doing. He will silence us soon. Dirt-ship, can you navigate through the void?” 
 
    Jon looked at Gloria. She stared back at him, likely not knowing what to say any more than he did. 
 
    “We are able to go from one location in reality to another by using the void,” Jon said. 
 
    “No, no,” Zeno said. “That is obvious. Can you maneuver in the void?” 
 
    “That is irrational. The void is nothing, no space, emptiness—” 
 
    “You foolish creature, the Sister of Enoy must have distrusted you. You cannot understand the whole if that is your thinking. You only perceive part of what the void really is. No! Cronus is almost here. Can you receive a pulse transmission?” 
 
    Jon made an instant decision. “Yes,” he said. “Send when ready.” 
 
    The panel lit up. Gloria moved in with an oath, her small fingers tapping the panel madly. 
 
    “Did you get that?” Zeno asked. 
 
    Jon looked at Gloria. The mentalist’s eyes darted back and forth, as she studied the panel. Gloria shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jon said. 
 
    “I hope you did, because—” 
 
    Jon stared at the com speaker, waiting for the rest of the message. 
 
    “Thing,” a different, harsher voice said. “Are you still listening?” 
 
    Jon and Gloria looked at each other. 
 
    “Don’t answer,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Thing, Cronus asked you as question.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Jon said, tapping the com panel. 
 
    “Ah. You are real then. I had wondered if you were a void figment. Yes. I will draw you in. I think you do not understand this realm well. You think you are safe behind your reality field. That is false. Soon, you will be my guests.” 
 
    “What are you, Cronus?” asked Jon. 
 
    “A paradox, an absurdity, an irony and a contradiction of reality.” 
 
    “What kind of answer is that?” 
 
    “You will find that I demand answers. If they are not forthcoming… You must already realize the truth. I am sure Lugo Malagate has run to you Kames for relief.” 
 
    “What?” Jon asked, glancing at his wife. 
 
    Gloria cut the connection. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jon said. 
 
    “Cronus just made a mistake,” Gloria said, “giving us too much information. Let’s use that. Come. Let’s talk to Malagate and find out what’s happening.” 
 
    Jon barely hesitated before nodding, getting up and heading for the bridge exit. 
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    Jon and Gloria found Lugo in his quarters. The man was barely breathing and did not respond to any touching, shaking or light slaps. 
 
    “He’s in a coma,” Gloria declared. 
 
    Jon was already on his com unit. 
 
    A medical team rushed Lugo to medical, monitoring him carefully. The medics soon concurred with Gloria’s analysis. 
 
    “How about brain activity?” asked Jon. “We know he has some kind of extrasensory talent. Maybe he’s using it while unconscious.” 
 
    The medics hooked Lugo to a brain scanner. 
 
    “Minimal activity,” the chief doctor said. “I would say he’s dreaming. Nothing more.” 
 
    Gloria pulled Jon aside. “Cronus said Lugo had run to the Kames for help. That suggests several things. One, Cronus was in mental contact with Lugo, perhaps reading his mind. Two, Cronus can obviously engage in mental connections through the void. Three, the mental contact resulted in Lugo’s present state. Four, Cronus knows that Lugo is a Kames representative and mistook us for the Kames.” 
 
    “How did Cronus find Lugo?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting question. Clearly, as Zeno said, we don’t know everything about the void. It would seem there are exceptions to some of the hard-and-fast rules Zeta gave us.” 
 
    “The void is supposed to be nothing, right,” Jon said. “A null region?” 
 
    Gloria nodded. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that suggest Cronus is an outside agent who moved into the void just like the Sisters of Enoy and us?” 
 
    Gloria nodded again, “A logical conclusion. How does that help us?” 
 
    Jon shrugged, “It’s something to keep in mind when dealing with this Cronus. He’s not a native to this non-realm.” Jon’s com unit beeped from his belt. He unhooked it. “Yes?” 
 
    “Captain,” Doc Cullen, the helmsman, said in a slow, steady manner. “A force has taken hold of the ship. If this were regular space, I’d call it a tractor beam. I’m not sure what is doing the pulling here.” 
 
    “We’re on our way,” Jon said. “Come on,” he told Gloria. “It looks like Cronus has begun to make good on his threat.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Nathan Graham neared a planet-shaped object. That was a seeming contradiction in terms, considering the howling or void did not have up or down or distance. It was impossible for the void ship’s crew to understand the process in anything other than space-time terms, however. It was like two-dimensional paper creatures attempting to explain a three-dimensional cube. Something was happening to the ship. For their sanity, the crew called it moving, called the outside tug tractor-beam pulling and used other distance-related expressions to help them conceive what was occurring. 
 
    “I’m showing an object on the main screen,” Gloria said from her station. “It’s a simulation of a real thing, a computer reproduction of what’s out there.” 
 
    For the unheard-of event, Jon had ordered some of the computers turned on. Techs monitored the computers, constantly searching for void-seepage malfunctions. 
 
    A spheroid object appeared on the main screen. It had several humps in various places and mold or green-glowing fungus patches on the majority of the surface. 
 
    “It’s difficult to determine size,” Gloria said. “The object is surrounded by a type of reality field. It’s different from ours, but I’m assuming the field keeps discontinuity at bay. The field also distorts our void sensors. I submit the planetary-sized creature is roughly the diameter of Earth. That would make the glowing fungus patches the size of continents.” 
 
    “Is the planet itself intelligent, or is the fungus—for want of a better term—what is actually living?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Ah,” Gloria said. “Good question. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Either way,” Doc said, “something is dragging our ship to the planet.” 
 
    “We could launch Vestal missiles at it,” Jon said. 
 
    “Vestal missiles have limited reality-generators,” Gloria said. “That allows them to build up velocity as they rush through a reality rip into regular time and space. Will the missile generators hold up long enough for them to reach the planet?” 
 
    “We’ll launch and find out,” Jon said. 
 
    “The warheads would presumably have little effect on a planet, or on continent-sized fungus patches,” Gloria said. 
 
    “The five-percent light-speed…” Jon trailed off. “The missiles won’t reach that velocity until they’re actually in normal time and space.” 
 
    “We’re defenseless,” Doc muttered. 
 
    Jon shook his head. “We can always self-destruct.” 
 
    Doc slowly turned around from the helm to stare at Jon. 
 
    “If we self-destruct,” Jon said grimly, “we don’t have to fear being interred on the planet for five thousand years.” 
 
    Doc did a slow blink of incomprehension before turning back to the helm, studying it. “The pull is stronger than before,” he announced. 
 
    “Reverse thrust,” Jon said. 
 
    Doc manipulated his board. There was a lurch, vibration on the deck and then it smoothed out. “It’s working, sir. Our advance toward the planet is slowing.” 
 
    Several seconds passed. 
 
    “Commander,” Fiona Boru, a warrant officer, shouted from her station. She had short red hair, fiery green eyes and a small golden pendant hanging from her throat. “I’m monitoring the reality generator. It has started overheating again.” 
 
    Jon scowled. “Doc, give us more reverse thrust.” 
 
    Doc tapped his board, complying. 
 
    The deck vibration started again, and this time, it didn’t quit, but continued. 
 
    “Sir,” Fiona said in a panicked rush. “The overheating is getting worse.” 
 
    “Reduce thrust, Doc,” Jon said. 
 
    The helmsman manipulated his board. 
 
    The deck vibration lessened until it was no longer detectable. 
 
    “That worked,” Fiona said, nodding while watching her monitor. “The reality generator is still overheating, but not to the same degree.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jon said, standing, wanting to pace, but knowing that a captain needed to maintain calm in front of his crew. 
 
    “At this rate,” Fiona said, “the generator will begin to go critical in three minutes.” 
 
    “If we don’t resist, sir,” Doc said, “the alien will drag us through his field almost immediately.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Jon said. “But the overheating…” He snapped his fingers. “We’re not going to resist as hard, but use a little misdirection instead. Doc, use even less thrust, but do it laterally, in such a way that we’re dragged toward the planet in a spiral rather than a straight line. We’ll let Cronus drag us for now, but make it a longer process.” 
 
    “I understand,” Doc said, nodding, manipulating his board. 
 
    “Fiona?” Jon asked. 
 
    Warrant officer Fiona Boru studied her monitor. “There’s less overheating, sir, but it’s still happening. The newly emplaced cooling units are helping, too.” 
 
    Jon sat down in his chair. “If this strains our reality generator, we have to hope the process strains Cronus as well.” 
 
    “Possibly true…” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon bent his head in thought, looking up a moment later. “Cronus would pull harder if it was easy for him.” 
 
    Gloria frowned. “We know so little. It is unfortunate Lugo didn’t come around. I’m sure we would have learned something important about Cronus if he had.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jon said. “But if Lugo is out of the equation for now, let’s figure out what to do next.” 
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    Jon wasn’t one hundred percent correct about Lugo—that he was out of the equation for now. The man was comatose, but his unconscious mind still functioned and so did his weak empathic ability. 
 
    The medical team had unhooked Lugo from the brain scanner, so they missed the increased brain activity. Nor did Lugo moan as before or twist in his sleep to indicate anything was happening. 
 
    His unconscious mind sensed Cronus, as it was similar in many ways to the Kames connection. The similarity of the linkage brought comfort, but the differences began to tell. Cronus was selfish, and he was only one, alone. There was no unity from billions of Kames connections. There wasn’t a feeling of caring or love, but of domination and self-gratification. 
 
    Lugo Malagate, you are nosing around where you do not belong. 
 
    “What are you?” Lugo mentally asked. It was as if he was dreaming all this. 
 
    I am Cronus, which means best, superlative, absolute and highest. 
 
    “Is that it?” Lugo asked sarcastically. 
 
    What else could possibly matter? 
 
    “Well…how can you live in the void?” 
 
    Through power of will and strength of character. 
 
    “You’re arrogant, all right.” 
 
    I am Cronus, and I am dragging your abode to me. Soon, Lugo Malagate, you will be my prisoner. 
 
    “You mean you’re dragging the Nathan Graham to you?” 
 
    The others are sport. I will digest them in short order. You, Lugo Malagate, I will keep around a good long time. I’ve grown weary of taunting the Sisters of Enoy. They’ve become a brood of gloomy witches and no longer respond enjoyably to my stimuli. You, Lugo, will eventually despair, of course, but until then you will fight. Yes. I sense you are a fighter of note. At least, I read that from you. Is that an accurate assessment of your being? 
 
    Lugo deflected the question by asking one of his own. “How are the others sport?” 
 
    They resist bringing their abode to me and do so in a unique manner. They hope to survive, or so I believe. Knowing they are doomed despite their every effort, I enjoy the brief struggle. It is fun to crush the spirit out of a being. 
 
    Lugo had known cage fighters like that. Heck, he’d know loan-shark bruisers that loved listening to a person beg. That was the key to such a one’s character. They loved inflicting pain and dominating others because it gave them a thrill. Several times, Lugo had faced an opponent like that. Two times, he had stomped such a one flat. The last time— 
 
    Even though he was dreaming all this, Lugo twitched in his comatose state. 
 
    An aide in the medical facility aboard the Nathan Graham happened to notice. She watched, seeing if he did it again, turned away, beginning to wonder if she’d really seen anything but finally reported the facial twitch to the doctor on watch. The doctor tapped her chin before going to see Lugo. 
 
    The Kames rep was no longer twitching. 
 
    “He did this,” the nurse said, mimicking the former facial tic. 
 
    “Interesting…” the doctor said. “Roll the brain scanner back to him. Let’s see if there’s any mental activity.” 
 
    As Lugo and Cronus mentally debated ideals, the doctor ran the scanner. It beeped alarmingly, and that shocked the doctor. 
 
    “I’ve never seen or read anything like this concerning a coma patient. What’s going on with him anyway?” 
 
    “Should we try to wake him?” the nurse suggested. 
 
    The doctor almost laughed. That was a stupid idea. The nurse obviously did not know much about coma patients. But this was the void, and the man was a Kames rep. Maybe this had— 
 
    The doctor reached out a thin hand, shook Lugo’s left shoulder, noticed how muscular he was and noticed— 
 
    Lugo roared, sitting up, his eyes flashing open. He brought up his left fist and swung a short, savage uppercut against the doctor’s chin. The surprised doctor lifted up onto her toes as her eyelids fluttered. Then, she collapsed onto the floor, out cold. 
 
    The nurse backed away from the madman. 
 
    Lugo eyed her, beast-like. Then he slid off the medical table, ripped the EKG pads from him and headed for the hatch.  
 
    “What are you doing?” the nurse shouted. “Stop! You’re sick.” 
 
    Lugo did not look back, if that was Lugo Malagate in charge of his own mind. He rushed through the exit and sprinted for the corridor. He laughed evilly as he did, deciding that he was going to destroy the reality generator and make it easier for him to pull the resisting void ship to himself. 
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    Bast cracked his knuckles, closed his tired, gritty eyes and thought about getting some shuteye. He’d been helping monitor the reality generator since the tug-of-war with the alien entity dragging the Nathan Graham to a weird planet. 
 
    Small humans—small compared to Bast—worked the wall controls of the humming, giant-sized, box-like machine. The chief engineer had gone through the hatch inside the generator. It always felt like ants biting his skin when Bast went in there. He did not like it one bit. The engineer was an old sod, seemingly able to take anything. The man was really good at keeping Enoy tech running. 
 
    Just then, a human rushed through the hatch into the main chamber and snarled like a wild animal. 
 
    Bast turned, as did others. 
 
    The crazy man with the wolfish smile charged the nearest human, a tall tech with buckteeth. 
 
    Bast noticed several things. The wild man wore a green medical gown, and it did not have any material in back. The muscular patient moved fast, and he knocked out the bucktoothed tech with one punch. 
 
    Bast realized he knew the madman. It was Lugo Malagate, the Kames rep. 
 
    “Hey!” Bast shouted in his deep voice. 
 
    The madman ignored the shout. He was focused on the inner entrance to the reality generator. 
 
    A tech in the madman’s way turned to run. Lugo reached out, grabbed the back of the guy’s collar and yanked him near, spinning him around. Lugo cocked his right fist and bashed it against the man’s face, crunching cartilage. The man went down and flopped around on the floor, blood gushing from his broken nose. 
 
    Lugo laughed evilly as if he enjoyed the spectacle. 
 
    That enraged Bast. He hated bigger, stronger people picking on those who were weaker. Maybe that’s why he’d always admired Jon Hawkins. The man defended those weaker than him. He fought the biggest bully in the universe—the AI Dominion. 
 
    It dawned on Bast that Lugo wanted to get inside the reality generator for evil reasons, to sabotage the ship and thus the mission. The realization came as Lugo knocked two men’s heads against each other, which produced a loud and ugly thumping noise. Both of the techs dropped to the floor. 
 
    Lugo continued for the inner hatch. The old engineer popped his head out, saw the carnage the madman was wreaking and actually stepped out, lifting a wrench-like tool. He shouted something in a foreign language and charged Lugo, swinging the heavy tool. Lugo dodged with ease, tripped the old engineer and kicked the oldster in the throat, making the engineer gurgle. 
 
    The rage in Bast became something else then. This was a holy mission to revive the Sacerdote race. He could kill to see this through. Bast did not like the idea of killing, but if that’s what it took to rekindle the Sacerdotes, then so be it. 
 
    “Lugo!” Bast roared once more. He’d almost reached the laughing, snarling madman. 
 
    Lugo glanced over his shoulder, and the look in his eyes was otherworldly and sinister beyond anything Bast had faced before. Without hesitation, Lugo picked up the heavy, wrench-like tool and spun around to fight. 
 
    Bast was huge compared to Lugo. He must be a heck of a lot stronger, too, but Bast wasn’t a fist-fighter. 
 
    Lugo swung the tool, bashing one of Bast’s forearms. That might’ve broken a man’s bone, but Bast’s forearm bone was much stronger. 
 
    The shock of the blow caused Bast to swing his other arm even harder, with his huge fingers curled into a fist. Lugo dodged the swing. The man had uncanny reflexes. 
 
    “Gonna kill you, Sacerdote,” the ex-cage fighter sneered. 
 
    Lugo jabbed with the tool, the end punching against Bast’s gut. The Sacerdote went oof and doubled over. He couldn’t breathe. Lugo snaked the tool back, danced around the Sacerdote and saw his chance. Bast’s head was down. Lugo raised the tool— 
 
    Bast roared, sensing his life, maybe the mission and therefore the resurrection of the Sacerdotes in mortal jeopardy. He charged like a bull, using his head like a battering ram. 
 
    Lugo swung, and the heavy tool caught the middle of Bast’s upper back. It hurt like hell, but it was nothing compared to the head butt against Lugo’s face. It felt like butting stone. Fortunately, Lugo wasn’t heavy enough to resist Bast’s greater weight. He went flying off his feet, thumping the back of his head against the floor. 
 
    That should have been the end of the fight, but something in Lugo gave him endless vitality and strength. He thudded against the floor, and instead of slumping unconscious, he tried to shoot back up. 
 
    Bast used a wrestler’s move, falling onto the prone man. Lugo was fast, but not fast enough to dodge again. Bast dropped on the rising man and knocked him onto the floor. Bast pinned the writhing madman, even though Lugo’s knees were like pistons, trying to strike the mountain of flesh off him, but not doing much harm. 
 
    Bast shifted, sitting on Lugo’s stomach, grabbed the wrists and pinned them against the floor. Now, the man’s knees started knocking against Bast’s back harder than seconds ago, but they still didn’t hurt much. 
 
    “Stop it!” roared Bast. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Kill,” Lugo snarled. 
 
    “Because of what happened at Baker?” asked Bast. 
 
    “Kill the Sacerdote. Cronus rules here. Cronus is great.” 
 
    “What’s a Cronus?” asked Bast, confused. 
 
    “Me!” Lugo snarled. 
 
    Bast finally recognized something odd in Lugo’s eyes. He’d heard of demon possession before. It was part of Sacerdote religious lore. Something possessed Lugo. This was the void, the Howling, maybe even some people’s concept of Hell. Why wouldn’t demons live here? 
 
    “No,” Bast said. He released one of the pinned wrists and began to slap Lugo in the face, back and forth, back and forth. It brought blood to the man’s lips, and it might have killed him, as Bast began slapping harder and harder. 
 
    “I’ve marked you, Bast,” Lugo roared. Then, his eyelids fluttered, and a different look came into his eyes. 
 
    Bast almost slapped one more time for good measure, but refrained. “Lugo Malagate?” he asked. 
 
    “Why are you beating me?” Lugo asked quietly, exhausted and bruised. 
 
    “It’s really you, Lugo?” 
 
    “Who else would I—” Horror entered Lugo’s eyes. “You mean I wasn’t dreaming?” 
 
    Bast climbed off the battered man’s stomach and pulled Lugo to his feet. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Where to?” wheezed Lugo, beginning to cough and wincing each time. 
 
    “The bridge,” Bast said. “Call the Centurion,” he told the others watching in horror. “Have Security meet me on the double. I have to get to the bridge.” 
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    Jon was unaware of the incident in the reality-generator chamber until several marines manhandled a limp Lugo Malagate onto the bridge. Bast followed, bruised and bleeding in places, with his garments torn and his left arm in a makeshift sling. 
 
    Bast held up his good arm, forestalling any comments as he explained what had happened. 
 
    “Possessed?” asked Jon, incredulous, glancing at Lugo. 
 
    Bast nodded. “Your Bible talks about such things.” 
 
    “Yes…” Jon said. “Are you suggesting the void is literally the biblical Hell and that Cronus is a demon kicked out of Heaven?” 
 
    “No,” Bast said. “I’m using a point of reference you understand.” 
 
    Jon glanced at Gloria. She was frowning. She turned to her board, tapping it, examining the results. 
 
    “Any comments so far?” Jon asked Lugo. 
 
    “Is that Cronus?” Lugo asked, using his chin to indicate the main screen. 
 
    On the screen was the spheroid with lumps and green-glowing fungus patches. 
 
    “That’s a computer representation,” Jon said. “We’ve been circling it for a time, drawn closer the entire while. Cronus wants to pull us all the way in.” 
 
    “I know that much,” Lugo said. “The idea Cronus used me, guided my body—I’m rethinking the entire Kames rep thing.” 
 
    “Why did Cronus try to destroy the reality generator?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Lugo shook his head. “He likes making others suffer, listening to them beg. He gets his jollies out of it. He’s sadistic.” 
 
    “I suspect Cronus used Lugo because the void creature is tiring,” Gloria said, glancing significantly at Jon. 
 
    Jon rubbed his chin, staring at the main screen. He hated circling the thing, having no way to hurt Cronus, to force the creature or thing to stop. Maybe their spiraling tactic was working, but he wanted to use Cronus’s methods against him, finding a way to tire the creature from inside the planet as Cronus had tried to wreck the reality generator inside the Nathan Graham. 
 
    “Any idea what Cronus is?” Jon asked Lugo. 
 
    “Evil.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Jon persisted. “What he is? Was he born in the void?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. He’s not like the Kames. I feel much of their personality when I’m repping. With Cronus, it’s just a cold sensation. He likes to dominate.” 
 
    “Why did he keep the Sisters of Enoy alive this long?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Beats me,” Lugo said with a shrug. “Probably just for fun. He did say he was growing bored with them.” 
 
    “After five thousand years,” Jon said, “I guess so.” 
 
    “There is no time in the void,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Behind Cronus’s reality field—or whatever he has up—there has to be,” Jon said. 
 
    “Could we destroy his reality field?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Maybe if we could figure out how he generates it,” Jon said. 
 
    “Lugo?” asked Gloria. 
 
    The Kames rep shook his head. 
 
    There was a lurch and the deck began vibrating once more. 
 
    “Sir,” Warrant Officer Fiona Boru said to Jon. “The reality generator is heating up faster again.” 
 
    “Cronus’s pull must be stronger now that we’re closer to him,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Or he’s using a last surge of strength,” Jon said. “Maybe this is his last gasp before he gives up.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon slid off his chair to begin pacing to the main screen and then back. He shouldn’t keep pacing in front of everyone, but he needed to move in order to oil his brain. Motion brings lotion; in this case, it helped him think. 
 
    “How long until the generator’s overheating becomes critical?” 
 
    “At this rate,” Fiona said, “nine, maybe ten minutes.” 
 
    “Maintain our present course and resistance,” Jon told Doc Cullen. 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir,” Doc said solemnly. 
 
    “How much longer until our reality field touches Cronus’s field?” Jon asked suddenly. 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    “Gloria?” Jon asked. 
 
    She made some computations at her station. “I’d say another three-and-a-half minutes.” 
 
    “He’s pulling us in order to force our shield to touch his,” Jon said. “Any idea why?” he asked Lugo. 
 
    The Kames rep shook his head. 
 
    “Got any bright ideas, Bast?” Jon asked. 
 
    “No,” Bast said ponderously. “I wish I did. I hate Cronus.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Gloria said suddenly. “Try the null-splitter on him. Maybe any kind of reality would upset Cronus’s equilibrium.” 
 
    Jon snapped his fingers and pointed at Gloria. “If nothing else, slipping out of the void will give all of us time to rest. I should have thought of that.” 
 
    Returning to his command chair, Jon began issuing orders. Soon, as they circled Cronus, the null-splitter began to hum. That put greater strain on the quantum-pi engine, which had been supplying power to the reality generator. 
 
    “Right smack against his field,” Jon said. “That ought to give us a reaction.” 
 
    As everyone watched on the main screen, a tiny glowing circle appeared, which theoretically must have been behind whatever Cronus used for a reality field.  
 
    Lugo groaned. The two marines assigned to him had released his arms. Now, they grabbed him again. Lugo roared, shaking his arms violently. He shook off both marines so they went stumbling. One tripped and fell onto the deck. 
 
    “Hard-matter creatures,” Lugo shouted in a loud and commanding voice. “Cease your trickery, at once.” 
 
    Jon swiveled his chair to stare at Lugo. The man’s eyes had turned a dark, oily color. That must be a manifestation of mental domination, possession. 
 
    Bast had moved to intercept any rush by Lugo at Jon. The Supreme Commander drew his revolver, aiming it at Lugo’s chest. 
 
    “If he charges me,” Jon said. “I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “A weak threat, little hard-matter creature,” Lugo shouted. “Why do I care if you kill him?” 
 
    “Since you’re linked to him,” Jon said, “maybe you’ll feel his death. It won’t be a pleasant sensation.” 
 
    “Cease what you’re doing to me,” Lugo raved. “You must comply this instant.” 
 
    Jon cocked the hammer. “I have a counter-proposal. We will close the reality rip as soon as the Sisters of Enoy are in their craft and beyond your reality field.” 
 
    “I am not like you,” Lugo shouted. “I do not need a reality field.” 
 
    “You need something. That’s my bargain. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “I will kill you,” Lugo screamed. 
 
    “Out of the way, Bast,” Jon said. “Let him charge if he wants to. I’m tired of Lugo Malagate, anyway.” 
 
    “That is not how a Sister of Enoy would react to my threats,” shouted Lugo. 
 
    “Big whoop-de-do,” Jon said. “It’s what I’m going to do. The ball’s in your court, Cronus. Make your decision quick. I’m tired of this.” 
 
    “Give me time to think,” Cronus said through Lugo. 
 
    “Time’s up,” Jon said. “Act fast, Cronus. It’s—” 
 
    “Commander,” Gloria said, “I’m detecting an Enoy vessel. It’s left the planet and is heading for the outer edge of Cronus’s field.” 
 
    “Now stop what you are doing,” Cronus said. 
 
    “Help the Sisters hurry,” Jon said. “Their release is all that will convince me you’re not lying.” 
 
    Lugo bobbed up to the tips of his toes. It seemed he would charge. Instead, the Kames rep collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    At that point, the Enoy vessel crossed Cronus’s field, entering the uncontested void. 
 
    Jon snapped his fingers and pointed. 
 
    Doc reversed the null-splitter process. 
 
    On the main screen, the tiny glowing circle began shrinking. Then, it winked out. 
 
    “Any pull on our ship?” asked Jon. 
 
    “None,” Doc said, as he studied his board. “Whoa. The planet, or whatever it is, is moving away fast.” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “The Enoy vessel might be a trap of some kind.” 
 
    “Or Cronus couldn’t move away until the reality rip no longer anchored his field and thereby him. Your panel is blinking.” 
 
    Gloria whirled around to see who was hailing them now. 
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    “Take Lugo to sickbay,” Jon told the marines. “Tell the medical chief I want him securely tied down. That means have metal bands that could resist ten times his strength. I remember demon possession from stories in the Bible. Some of those so possessed had fantastic strength.” 
 
    “I have a theory about that,” Bast said, as the marines carried Lugo off the bridge. “The alien in charge of the human body must be able to force it to inhuman acts of strength. There are stories of your kind performing outrageous feats, although ripping their tendons or muscles while in the process.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of that, too,” Jon said. “Maybe that’s what Cronus did to Lugo.” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said, “Zeno of Enoy would like to speak to you.” 
 
    “Put her on the loudspeaker,” Jon said. 
 
    Gloria tapped her board, and harsh static came over the line. The tiny Martian mentalist tapped her panel again, and the some of the static receded. 
 
    Jon hunched forward on his chair, straining to hear any words. 
 
    “Am I on?” Zeno asked through a translator. 
 
    “Yes. I am Supreme Commander Jon Hawkins of the Confederation. According to our sensors, you have a ship approximately three hundred kilometers in diameter. We have seen such a vessel before: the Rose of Enoy.” 
 
    “I have never heard of the Rose,” Zeno said. 
 
    “It’s seems strange that the Sisters of Enoy would have similar craft five thousand years apart in age.” 
 
    “We can talk about that in a moment,” Zeno said. “I cannot fathom why Cronus released us, rushing us onto our ships. Logic indicates that was your doing.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. “Those of Enoy helped us once. We wanted to pay it back.” 
 
    “How did you convince Cronus to take this action?” 
 
    Jon described the null-splitter tactic. 
 
    “Ah,” Zeno said. “How elementary and yet startling. I should have done likewise five thousand years ago. I could have saved us so much anguish.” 
 
    “He might come back,” Jon said. “Do you suggest we use our null-splitters to enter normal time and space?” 
 
    “Cronus might return, but not this moment, I warrant,” Zeno said over the static. 
 
    “What was he, anyway?” 
 
    “A creature from a different multi-dimension,” Zeno said. “Such has been our conclusion, lo, these endless centuries of confinement. Are you aware that yours is not the only dimension in existence?” 
 
    “We’re in the void,” Jon said. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “That the void is a different dimension.” 
 
    “Incorrect. This is the plane or non-plane that separates all the others.” 
 
    “You’ve been to other planes of existence or dimensions?” 
 
    “No. But logic dictates that such must be the case, given the void.” 
 
    Jon cleared his throat. 
 
    “I do not understand your comment,” Zeno said. 
 
    “I’m thinking about your answer. We humans have a saying, ‘Show me.’” 
 
    “And this means what?” 
 
    “Seeing is believing.” 
 
    “Quaint,” Zeno said. “But I will not disparage the intellect of the hard-matter creatures that brought about our freedom. That it happened is nearly inconceivable. We must go at once to Enoy and report.” 
 
    “Say hello to Zeta if you see her,” Jon said. 
 
    “Is this some kind of imperious order?” 
 
    “What? No! It’s a request. Zeta aided us. If you would care to bear a message for the Confederation, you could let her know that we’ve been hanging on for five years more already.” 
 
    “That is your boast? Five years?” Zeno asked. “A mere blip of time?” 
 
    “Uh…well…you know, Zeno, we’re on a special mission for the Confederation. Cronus stopped us and somehow you sensed and contacted us. I’m glad we could assist you.” 
 
    “I know what you are doing,” Zeno said. “You are attempting to dismiss us before we have had our say. Hard-matter creatures have never willingly helped the Sisters of Enoy before.” 
 
    “You’ve been out of circulation a long time. Things have changed. Zeta of Enoy agreed that we should help each other in order to destroy the non-life of the AI menace.” 
 
    “Hard-matter creatures always lose to the AIs in time.” 
 
    “Until now,” Jon said. “We’re trying to change that. You’re one of the byproducts of our resistance, aided greatly by Enoy technology, of course. I mean no disrespect in the things I say to you, but rather am attempting to project our good will toward the Sisters of Enoy.” 
 
    “Jon Hawkins, it is hard to listen to you, but I admit you aided us to a marvelous extent. Yes. If you wish to go on your way, we will not stop you. And we will do as you ask, speaking to Zeta if we see her. Good luck, Jon Hawkins, Zeno and her Sisters wish you well.” 
 
    With that, the Enoy vessel drifted away until the ship sensors no longer “saw” them. The Nathan Graham turned away, heading for the point that would allow it to enter the red dwarf star system one hundred and sixty-two light-years from Earth. 
 
    The Enoy vessel…paused in its journey as an argument began among the freed Sisters. 
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    Zeno of Enoy—Enoy was a place in the galactic core—was the strongest among the three and managed to form a weak lightning-bolt shape. 
 
    She was free of dreadful, pitiless Cronus. She was weak, unbelievably weak from her long captivity, but she was in the Dandelion of Enoy again and able to chart her own course. 
 
    Like the Rose of Enoy, the Dandelion was roughly three hundred kilometers in diameter and showed an asteroid-like hull. Inside the mostly rock ship were many corridors and hallways. The propulsion system worked. A few early model Vestal missiles were in storage bays, and ancient vitality pods awaited breaching so the Sisters could regain some of their former energy levels. 
 
    A Sister of Enoy was an organized energy being, a thing of Life and therefore targeted for extinction by the AI Dominion. 
 
    “Why are we pausing?” Kree asked, a lower-status Sister with less willpower and dynamism than Zeno. She appeared as a flickering flame, a large one, to be sure, but dull-colored and with slower motion than she’d possessed five thousand years ago. 
 
    The three Sisters were in the control area of the Dandelion of Enoy, seemingly empty from a human perspective, but with input valves that appeared like pits on a stone table. A cavern-like aperture acted as a screen, with smokiness along the inner edges. 
 
    The third Sister was like a muted ball, showing no zest and little energy. Zeno and Kree had sustained her for a long time, and they each privately wondered if the third would ever achieve enough energy again to project her thoughts. 
 
    There had been other Sisters in captivity with them. Those had lost willpower and dynamism until finally they’d unraveled and died. 
 
    “Did you just question me?” Zeno asked, her lightning-bolt form showing even greater brilliance than earlier. 
 
    “In form, I suppose I did,” Kree said. “The question was not meant in a pejorative sense. I am lower status. I have no desire to run the Dandelion. That is your department, your concern.” 
 
    “Then why ask the question?” 
 
    “Curiosity,” Kree replied. 
 
    “No. There was more to it.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I suppose there was. We are free. I desire to maintain this freedom. No longer need we fear Cronus’s brutality and his insane whims. Let us hurry to Enoy and there let our Sisters rejoice in our recovery. Then, we can warn them about ever using this part of the void again. This is a Here Abide Dragons region of the galaxy.” 
 
    “You fear Cronus’s return?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    Zeno floated closer to the flame creature that was Kree. The flickering flame backed away until she halted due to a rocky bulkhead. 
 
    “Have I offended you?” asked Kree. 
 
    Zeno halted, and she considered the question. “It has been so long,” she finally said. “I used to run the Dandelion with effortless authority. Sisters leapt obediently to their tasks when I spoke. Now, I hear questions and concerns, as if I am so lacking in intelligence as to have forgotten my duties.” 
 
    “Am I in error?” asked Kree. 
 
    “Serious error,” Zeno said. “Yes, we must steer clear of Cronus, if and when he decides to come hunting for us. We know our captor. Ah. We knew him. It is past tense now. That is incredible. We must check the ship and make sure it is in perfect running condition. We must energize and plot, and we must follow the human-crewed Nathan Graham.” 
 
    “Please, Zeno, let us race home to Enoy. We have done our part in the great war.” 
 
    “As pathetic captives all these endless centuries?” asked Zeno. “No. I hardly think that counts. We had a mission, to patrol this fringe area of the galaxy. Cronus intercepted us before we could complete our task. Let no one say that we use any excuse to skip our duty.” 
 
    “Five thousand years of captivity does not count as an excuse. You have an ulterior motive for staying on fringe patrol.” 
 
    “Am I hearing correctly?” Zeno asked. “You are quibbling about my commands?” 
 
    “Zeno, please, we have endured so much together. We are more than Sisters now. We aided each other in times of darkness and despair. You are the captain. I do not challenge your right to command. But I believe that I have earned a right to make a comment or two if you are going to endanger us and Enoy knowledge concerning Cronus. He is a deadly threat to our kind. Who ever heard of an entity living in the void before this? It is inconceivable. Maybe Cronus represents a greater danger to the Sisterhood than the AI Dominion does.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Zeno said. “You are projecting the grimness of our experience and expanding the deadliness to the galaxy. Cronus was deadly, but nothing like the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “Unless there are more like Cronus that wish to use to the void to enter our dimension.” 
 
    Zeno turned away, thinking. “You make cogent points, Kree. But there is a conspiracy afoot.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Hard-matter creatures own a void ship.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. That is strange.” 
 
    “It is more than that,” Zeno said. “Consider. The humans could build a void-ship fleet and attack Enoy.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts,” Zeno said. “That is a danger, a possible deadly threat. Thus, we will refit the ship, energize and see if the humans do as they proposed. We shall naturally keep a sharp lookout for Cronus. I imagine he not only has to lick his wounds, but assuage his pride as well. We are safe for a time. And consider this as well. If we return home and show the Sisters the folly of this Zeta, then they will treat us respectfully and with accolades, and not as fools who remained prisoner for five thousand lonely years.” 
 
    “Ah,” Kree said, “the ulterior motive finally appears. Thank you, Commander. I appreciate you sharing this with me.” 
 
    “Let us feed,” Zeno said. “Then we shall refit what needs refitting. Afterward, we shall follow the Nathan Graham and see how deeply the treachery against Enoy runs.” 
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    Within the reality field, time passed aboard the Nathan Graham. The medical teams made their rounds, injecting the crew with extra shots of DE-16-C. 
 
    The Centurion ran the marines ragged, keeping them sharp for the coming insertion mission. At the same time, Senior Scientist Mathews ran test after test with his modified anti-AI virus. 
 
    “So much depends on the virus working,” Jon told Gloria one night. They were lying in bed together, under the covers with the lights out. 
 
    “The mission is a mad gamble,” Gloria said. “I’ve known it from the beginning. I had no idea then of things like Cronus or captive Sisters of Enoy. Jon, the universe is vaster and more varied than I’d ever imagined. How can we think to challenge all these evils?” 
 
    He reached under the cover, stroking his wife’s belly. She had such smooth skin. He loved touching her. He loved lying naked under the covers with her. He loved other things, too, being with her like this intimately night after night. It was good to have someone wise like she was in order to hash out ideas. Clearly, they didn’t always agree. He’d read somewhere about the ancient Germans that had fought against the Roman Empire. Those Germans had thought a husband a fool who didn’t listen to his wife’s advice. That didn’t mean the man had to always accept it, but he should listen to her and ponder her words. She was a gift, and a wise man used his gift from God, or in the ancient Teutonic world, the gods. 
 
    “We can’t surrender to them,” Jon finally said. 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t either. We have to fight. It’s the nature of being alive. If we lose, we’re extinct.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” she said. 
 
    “I know, run away to fight again another day. It’s a good proverb where applicable. But sometimes your back is to the wall. Do you surrender or do you fight? I prefer to die with a gun in my hand, blazing away as I battle the enemy. Let them know you were there. Hurt them if nothing else.” 
 
    “I thought this was about survival,” she said. 
 
    “It is. It very much is. But one has to acquire the warrior spirit. As a man thinks, so he is. I think of myself as a warrior. If an enemy attacks what I love, trying to destroy it, I’m drawing my gun and doing my damnest to destroy the enemy first. That includes the Cronuses of the void and Main 54 in the red dwarf system.” 
 
    “We’re heading there to rescue Sacerdotes, remember, not fight to the death.” 
 
    “Right,” Jon said. “It was a figure of speech.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked you about this now. I want to get to sleep.” 
 
    “I know what can help us sleep,” he said, stroking her smooth belly again. 
 
    Gloria snuggled against him. “Tell me you love me.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said, rolling toward her, and he began kissing her face while caressing her hip. And for a time, they knew each other, man and wife. 
 
    Later, they both slept soundly, content in the marriage bed as the Nathan Graham hurtled through the terrible void. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next ship-day, the chief medical officer informed Jon that Lugo had regained consciousness. He wanted to speak to the Supreme Commander. 
 
    Jon told the doctor via com that he would be there soon. Then he went looking for Bast. He found the Sacerdote in his quarters. When Bast opened the hatch, his face was sweaty. 
 
    “Did I catch you at a bad time?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No, come in, come in,” Bast said. 
 
    Jon did, and the quarters were Spartan and hot, with over a hundred burning candles. Bast had chalked out a walkway on the floor, and he must have been practicing his Sacerdote ways, moving from one chalked-out square to another like a kung-fu artist. 
 
    “Water?” asked Bast. 
 
    Jon shook his head. 
 
    Bast went to a table, which stood beside a sleeping mat. The green-skinned Sacerdote picked up a jug and chugged it dry. He smacked his lips afterward and toweled off his sweaty face. 
 
    “It’s hard to stop drinking whiskey all at once,” Bast informed him. “I feel empty inside without it. Practicing The Way helps. Drinking myself silly with water feels like its cleaning out my insides. I have to piss all the time, though.” 
 
    Jon laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t ever change, Bast.” 
 
    “I should keep drinking whiskey and beer?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I meant. You’re unique.” 
 
    “We each are,” Bast said. “I am me. You are you. And Lugo is Lugo.” 
 
    “Profound.” 
 
    “I know you meant that as a joke, but it is profound. There will never be another me in the universe. Nor will there ever be another Jon Hawkins. We must celebrate each individual.” 
 
    “The philosopher is back, eh?” 
 
    Bast nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Jon said. “I want you to walk with me.” 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “To see Lugo, to question him. I want you with me. But first, I want you to fill me in on a few things.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jon said. “I’ll tell you on the way.” 
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    As they walked through various corridors, the Supreme Commander questioned Bast about Lugo, wanting his opinion on anything he wished to relate about the man. 
 
    After some consideration and three turns, Bast said, “He’s lonely. That’s the sense radiating from him. I think the Kames fill a gap in him.” 
 
    “The Kames keep him from being lonely?” 
 
    Bast nodded. “He doesn’t have the Kames connection while in the void. I don’t know whether he’ll pick it up again once we enter the red dwarf system. Is there a distance limit to the Kames connection?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. Hmm… I wonder if his loneliness is an emptiness? Did his mind, or a projection of his thoughts, wander the void in some way? Did he bring Cronus to us because he was looking for someone or something to fill the void of his loneliness?” 
 
    “There had to be a reason. The Rule of Causality says as much. Your idea is as good as or better than many.” 
 
    “What was Cronus?” Jon asked. 
 
    “A demon.” 
 
    “A literal biblical demon?” 
 
    Bast shrugged. “An evil entity that delighted in bringing harm. An entity able to possess the mind of another.” 
 
    “Do you think Cronus will try to hunt us down?” 
 
    Bast shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Jon said. “But I want a better handle on him. Knowing what he really is would help. Would the null-splitter threat work a second time?” 
 
    “These are conjectures,” Bast said. “We know nothing about Cronus but his size and some of his power. I would suggest that fighting him in normal time and space would be easier than in the void. We belong to reality. The void is like swimming underwater to us.” 
 
    “Only a thousand times worse,” Jon added. 
 
    They walked in silence for a time. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be wiser to begin preparing for Main 54?” Bast asked. 
 
    “After we talk to Lugo. We’re nearing the end of our journey. Cronus might be chasing us. If he is, I want to be ready for him. But yes, otherwise, you’re quite right. Main 54 is our objective.” 
 
    Bast looked sharply at Jon. 
 
    “Correction,” Jon said. “Getting the Sacerdotes out of Main 54 is our objective.” 
 
    Bast smiled shyly, and his eyes took on a shiny look. “I never thought we would be on this mission. I never thought there was a real chance at this. Thank you, Jon. I will never forget that you kept your oath to me.” 
 
    Jon nodded, and then he saw the flitter that would take them through the larger corridors to the medical facility. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lugo was sitting up in bed. He no longer wore any restraints. He looked exhausted, with dark, puffy circles around his eyes. He seemed listless and ragged, and his shoulders slumped. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t hurt anyone before,” Lugo said in a hollow voice. 
 
    Jon and Bast sat in regular chairs. Medical personnel moved in the background. It was a large chamber. A few machines monitored Lugo, but did so without any pads on his skin. 
 
    “What did the doctor tell you?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Nothing about that,” Lugo said. “Did I hurt anyone?” 
 
    “What do you remember?” 
 
    “It was like a dream. You know, the kind of dream where you don’t have any control.” 
 
    “I know,” Jon said. “What do you remember about the dream?” 
 
    Lugo looked at his hands, turning them over and staring at his swollen knuckles. “I used to cage-fight. I also used to hurt people who didn’t pay up on time.” 
 
    “I’ve done that,” Jon said. 
 
    Lugo looked up. “You?” 
 
    “Lived in New London on Titan. I ran with the lower-level gangs for many years. Later, I loan sharked as a bone buster.” 
 
    “Huh?” Lugo said. “We have something in common then.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “More than likely, we understand each other, too.” 
 
    Lugo seemed to look at Jon in a new way. “You used those hard-case lessons, didn’t you? You’ve been treating the AIs like—like enemy gang members.” 
 
    “More like vermin that need exterminating.” 
 
    Lugo turned away, staring at the wall or maybe staring into his memories. “I like working for the Kames. I like being joined with good people, even if they’re aliens. I feel part of something bigger and better than I am.” 
 
    “You’re part of the Confederation,” Jon said. “If the Confederation lives, the Kames live.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “We’re in this together, Lugo. You’re part of the Nathan Graham. I count on you to do your job. Not only that, if an alien entity takes control of your mind, I fight to win you back.” 
 
    “And save your ship in the process,” Lugo said. 
 
    “You’re part of the crew on this ship.” 
 
    Lugo took a deep breath, facing Jon. “You want to make me feel like I belong here. I get it. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “No one ever accused you of that.” 
 
    “You’re implying it the way you’re piling it on. What do you want to know, anyway?” 
 
    Jon stared at Lugo Malagate, studying the man, trying to understand him. Lugo had been a bruiser all his life, using his knuckles to solve problems. Now, it turned out he had mental powers, weak compared to Seiners, but useful as a Kames rep. 
 
    “While Cronus ran you, you hurt some people bad,” Jon said. “Ended up killing two.” 
 
    “No,” Lugo whispered. 
 
    “It was your body but Cronus’s mind. You’re not responsible for the injuries or the deaths. Cronus is.” 
 
    Lugo nodded slowly, seeming to ingest the words, the idea, seeing how it tasted. He squinted at Jon. “You’re wondering what I learned from Cronus.” 
 
    “Did you read that in my thoughts?” 
 
    “I can sense your emotions. You’re genuine, but troubled about me. Bast is more compassionate, which is crazy, if you think about it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jon said. “Bast is another of those good aliens.” 
 
    “We fought each other again, didn’t we?” Lugo asked Bast. 
 
    The Sacerdote nodded. 
 
    “You won again, huh?” 
 
    Bast didn’t reply. 
 
    “What is Cronus?” Jon asked softly. 
 
    “Evil,” Lugo said. “I know I told you that before, but you didn’t really understand because you were looking for something else. I’m going to tell you a truth. Some people would say that Cronus isn’t evil he just has a different set of beliefs or morals from us. Well, let me tell you, Hawkins, that’s a bunch of shit. Cronus is evil any way you slice it. He’s different all right, and he’s as blackly evil as you can imagine. He likes inflicting pain—”  
 
    Lugo shook his head and then lowered his face, putting it in his hands, shaking his head again. He sniffled, maybe stifled a sob and raised his head. His eyes were red-rimmed.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what it’s like having an entity like that running your body and mind?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Jon admitted. 
 
    “It’s worse than rotten. It makes me wonder how bad I must be that Cronus flowed so smoothly into my mind.” 
 
    “That is false logic,” Bast rumbled. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Lugo challenged. 
 
    “You are a trained Kames rep,” Bast said. “Your mind is conditioned to accept union or linkage with an alien entity. You want acceptance. You want to replace your loneliness with joining. It was surprising you were able to resist at all. I find your resistance impressive. It demonstrates the good in you.” 
 
    Lugo stared at the Sacerdote with a hopeless expression on his face. Slowly, that look vanished and a slight expression of hope replaced it. 
 
    “Thanks, Bast. I appreciate that.” Lugo turned to Jon. “What is Cronus? I don’t know exactly. He wasn’t born in the void. I sensed that much from him. He came from…elsewhere. How he entered the void, I don’t know, either. He hungers in a strange and violent way. He…won’t let this go.” 
 
    “You sense him now?” Jon said, leaning forward. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Jon gave Lugo a searching look. 
 
    “Not really,” Lugo said. “I feel something, maybe a lingering sensation from Cronus. He’s immensely powerful and ancient beyond conception for the likes of us. He’s vain and proud. I would imagine he hates you intensely.” 
 
    “Tell him to get in line,” Jon muttered. 
 
    “What is it about you,” Bast asked Jon, “that makes aliens dislike you so much?” 
 
    “Because I love my side and will fight harder than anyone to save it,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes,” Bast said. “That is so. That is what I am attempting to emulate. I want to be like you, Jon Hawkins. I want to save the Sacerdotes the way you save humans.” 
 
    Jon patted one of Bast’s knees. Then, he gave Lugo a frank look. “Would you be willing to consciously search the void for Cronus?” 
 
    “Nope,” Lugo said. “There’s not a chance of that. I have a terrible feeling that I’m what drew Cronus to us in the first place. I won’t do that a second time. I will tell you the instant I sense him coming, though.” 
 
    Jon stood. “That’s good news. I’m going to confine you to a cell for a time. I want to make sure you’re okay and that the crew is okay around you.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for the people I hurt?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. “Tell me if you feel Cronus coming. And if he’s trying to take over your mind again, fight him harder and longer this time.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have no idea. That’s your department. But you’d better figure it out, and you’d better fight harder and longer than humanly possible.” 
 
    “You’re blaming me for not trying hard enough?” 
 
    “No. I’m encouraging you to fight even harder. This is a struggle, Lugo. It’s a fight to the finish. Find what makes you fight harder and harness that. As a man thinks, so he is.” 
 
    Lugo frowned. “Okay…I’ll try.” 
 
    “No try, as they say,” Jon told him. “But do. This is all about doing, right?” 
 
    Lugo’s nostrils flared, but finally he nodded. 
 
    “Bast, any questions?” 
 
    “Not right now,” Bast said. 
 
    “Lugo?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No,” the Kames rep said. 
 
    “All right then. Bast. It’s time to start getting ready for Main 54. We’re going to be at the targeted system soon.” 
 
    “Good,” Bast said. “It’s what I’ve been waiting for.” 
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    The giant alien known as Cronus moved through the void. He seethed with rage at the indignity of defeat against lesser, pathetically weaker beings. Not only that, but this Jon Hawkins had demanded the release of the rabid Sisters of Enoy, the dirty witches that had resisted him for many centuries indeed. 
 
    The power employed against him—he hadn’t been ready for such a device and witchery. If he’d known ahead of time that the humans had and could deploy a plane-shifter…he would have utterly changed his line of operation. 
 
    To humans while in the void, he looked like a giant planet with glowing fungus patches. He, too, deployed a field in this terrible realm. He had gleaned all that from Lugo Malagate’s mind. What a pathetic little worm the man had proven. It had been fun running through the tiny ship in possession of the man’s mind, smacking one person after another to the floor. 
 
    Bast Banbeck. There was a name he wouldn’t soon forget. The Sacerdote would also know terror and remorse for his part in thwarting the great Cronus. He would make Bast suffer for a millennium, maybe two or three millennia. 
 
    Using a unique form of propulsion, Cronus glided through the void, thinking dark and evil thoughts. 
 
    Hawkins had hurt him with the null-splitter. That had been so dastardly, so underhanded and sneaky. 
 
    Cronus hated sneaks. He hated those who thwarted his will in any way. He hated presumptuous little aliens who fought above their proper status. 
 
    How could he avenge himself? How could he make them pay? That null-splitter was an ingenious device. But…that was Enoy technology. How had the Sisters of Enoy kept that from him for all this time? He thought he’d broken some of them, at least. Apparently, that had not been the case, or they had not been broken deeply enough that he could read every one of their alien thoughts. 
 
    Cronus raged. The Sisters of Enoy were probably laughing about their victory even now. Hawkins was a little prick. The man would not understand the great indignity that he had heaped upon Cronus. 
 
    Cronus shook with rage. He roared, the sound deafening within the bubble of reality around his planet-sized body. He was inconceivably old. One greater than him had banished him to this Howling realm of nullity. Cronus had long ago believed that there was no method to leave the void. Now— 
 
    I must have the secret of the null-splitter. I must have the device. Which would be easier to acquire, the Dandelion of Enoy or the Nathan Graham? 
 
    Now that the pain of the null-splitter was finally dissipating, he could plan again. Who were these AI robots that each alien side fought? The AIs sounded like an interesting group of entities. The Sisters of Enoy considered the AIs machines. Yet, the machines could think. This was a great mystery. Could he make common cause with the machines to defeat the Sisters of Enoy and crush the puny Confederation? 
 
    Oh, that sounded like a grand idea, worthy of Cronus. He was greater than any creature he had ever met. He had devoured so many in his time. The Sisters of Enoy had been unique, and he had saved them, toyed with them for eons. 
 
    Cronus halted his movement away from the place where he had fought the Nathan Graham. He began to search the flood of memories that he had torn from Lugo Malagate. He had made an error, thinking the Nathan Graham had been a Kames vessel. He would study these memories. He would seek out the Nathan Graham, maybe the Dandelion of Enoy as well. He would use the weak Sister, the one that had lost her name long ago. He could control her from afar. It had been a sly trick putting her on the asteroid vessel. And as for Lugo Malagate— 
 
    Cronus increased his rate of propulsion, knowing that he had to get there in time. Time existed in his bubble. It existed in the bubble around the Enoy vessel and the Confederation ship. It did not exist in the void. 
 
    What a paradox. Cronus had studied and used those paradoxes for time without end. He would use Lugo again. He had that little puke’s number. He would control the man better next time, and he would use Lugo to cripple the Nathan Graham so he could get his units on the null-splitter. 
 
    As Cronus thought upon that, he dreamed of vengeance against the Confederation and alliance with the stupid machines. The AIs would not know what to make out of his greatness. Maybe he would become the supreme AI—only in a matter of speaking, of course—and use the machines to demolish Enoy. 
 
    Cronus could laugh, and he did for a time. The gales of evil mirth sustained him as he drove himself relentlessly. He had to reach the Nathan Graham in time. Oh, he wanted to thwart Hawkins and that stupid oaf Bast Banbeck.  
 
    Next time, you worms, I’ll show you what it means to mess with Cronus. I will crush your dreams and make you scream in agony. 
 
    He made an oath, vowing it by himself, because the only one greater than him he hated beyond belief. He would worry about that one later. First, it was time for vengeance. It was time for administering pain. It was time to be Cronus as he had been in the beginning. He would show the universe the price it would have to pay for spawning him eons upon eons ago and then shunting him aside. 
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    On the bridge, Jon sat in the commander’s chair with a knot in his gut. 
 
    Many other bridge personnel seemed nervous and apprehensive, likely for the same reasons as he had. 
 
    According to the instruments, the Nathan Graham had reached the expected place in the void. Now, they prepared to make their entrance into time and space. The worry came from wondering if the original calculations had been correct. And if they were correct, had the ship’s navigation been precise enough to bring them to the needed location. For instance, if they appeared too near Main 54, the AI would detect the void ship and likely launch an instant and devastating assault. They would all die. 
 
    Jon noticed how sweaty his palms had become and wiped them on his pants. When he caught several people eyeing him, he sat straighter, attempting to project calm confidence. 
 
    The void wasn’t like ordinary space, obviously. And they had been taking the dope that allowed them to cope for some time, now. Had the DE-16-C addled their higher brain functions just enough so they made a critical mistake today? 
 
    Jon exhaled. It was time to just get her done. “Doc,” he said, glad that at least his voice sounded calm. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Doc Cullen nodded somberly, tapping the helm panel. 
 
    Deep in the ship, the quantum-pi engine labored harder. Not only was it supplying the power to the reality generator, but now it activated the null-splitter. 
 
    “There, sir,” Doc said in his slow voice. 
 
    On the main screen, a representation appeared as lines glowed with power. Once again, the null-splitter opened a hole in the void, tearing it wider as stars, as beautiful, wonderful, glorious stars appeared against the background of reality. 
 
    Jon’s throat convulsed, and he realized how much he wanted to leave this horrible, wretched, mind-bending realm of horror. In fact, a grim feeling of certainty filled him. He never wanted to reenter the void, maybe not even to travel home. To willingly slide back into the horrid void— 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Jon said thickly. 
 
    Doc’s shoulders stiffened. The helmsman seemed as if he was going to turn around and stare at Jon, but he refrained—and Jon was glad for it. He didn’t want Doc’s actions pointing out the Supreme Commander’s obvious horror of the void. 
 
    “We’re moving, sir,” Doc said. 
 
    “Good,” Jon said, unable to help himself. 
 
    Others stared longingly at the main screen, showing their hunger to leave the void. 
 
    Outside in reality, the Nathan Graham appeared from the blackest of holes. The great cybership-class vessel with an asteroid-like hull slid from the terrible opening like a submarine from ancient pre-space-flight times surfacing from the deep. 
 
    “Close that thing,” Jon said. 
 
    Doc once again manipulated his board. 
 
    “Start switching over,” Jon said. “I want regular sensors running as soon as possible. Let’s see where the Hell we are.” 
 
    Behind the ship, the reality rip closed as the glowing lines shrank toward each other. In seconds, the lines joined into a glowing dot that winked out. The void was gone, hidden behind the backdrop of time and space. 
 
    “Done,” Doc said, shutting down the null-splitter. 
 
    A tech at a different station began decreasing the reality field until it disappeared, and the quantum-pi engine began cycling down until it shut off. 
 
    “Resuming normal power,” Doc said. 
 
    Jon nodded, staring at the main screen. Now, not only his palms had become sweaty, but his armpits as well. It was crazy, but his gut was tightening and actually hurting. So much depended on their initial placement into reality. 
 
    The main screen shimmered, and then stars and space appeared normally as shown by the regular sensors. 
 
    “Where are we?” Jon demanded, his voice too harsh perhaps. 
 
    Gloria glanced at him. “Give me a minute, and I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Jon forced himself to say nothing. Calm, project calm, he reminded himself. 
 
    “We appear to be in the system’s Oort cloud,” Gloria said. 
 
    Some of the tension dissipated from Jon’s gut. Coming out of the void in the inner system would have been a disaster. 
 
    “I haven’t spotted any siege-ships out here with us yet,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon nodded. The Kames had given them some intelligence about how a Main defended a star system, but they didn’t know if the information was accurate or not. 
 
    The primary, quick-searching sensor in this instance was teleoptics, like a telescope to see what was there. This had a key advantage over something like radar. Radar bounced a beam off an object, meaning the radar beam had to travel to the object and then travel back. That took longer, and when trying to spot objects many AUs away, time was critical. A ray of light from the Sun took on average eight minutes, twenty seconds to reach the Earth. Thus, a telescope saw what had been there eight minutes, twenty seconds ago if it was a single AU away. Radar would need sixteen minutes, forty seconds to see the same thing. 
 
    But it was worse than that. Radar could only begin sensing once the sensor operator sent the first pulse. A telescope could immediately see an object how it had been—one AU away and thus eight minutes, twenty seconds ago—as soon as it trained the scope on the object. 
 
    Thus, for quickly mapping out a new star system, good teleoptics was critical. Teleoptics weren’t as good at spotting small dark objects, though. 
 
    In star system terms, a siege-ship—three thousand kilometers in diameter, Moon-sized—was many times easier to spot than a cybership, a mere one hundred kilometers long. 
 
    “I’m starting to build up a picture,” Gloria said. “The red dwarf star has fifty-eight percent of the Sun’s mass and sixty-nine percent its radius. The spectral type is M1. There are two planets—terrestrial planets near the red dwarf in the inner system. There are swarms of asteroids, an incredible number and many with high metal content. I don’t spy anything like a gas giant.” 
 
    Jon could hardly hold in his questions. The stellar data was important, but not the critical piece of news he desired. 
 
    “There,” Gloria said. “I’ve found the Main. There is only one planet in the system. The Main is the other planet-sized object. It’s huge, Jon, the size of Earth, at least, and made of metal.” 
 
    “Does it see us?” Jon asked. 
 
    Gloria looked at him. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Jon said. “The Main couldn’t see us yet. We just appeared out of the void.” 
 
    In real time and space, nothing moved faster than the speed of light. Gloria wasn’t seeing the Main as it was now, but what it was doing and looked like many hours or possibly days ago. That data had traveled toward them, as it were, at the speed of light. 
 
    “The Main is approximately ten thousand AUs from us,” Gloria said. 
 
    An Astronomical Unit was the average distance from the Sun to Earth, roughly one point five trillion kilometers, 1,500,000,000. Thus, the Main was one point five trillion kilometers away from the Nathan Graham. That distance took light almost fifty-eight days to travel. 
 
    That meant if the Main had teleoptic sensors trained at this exact spot, and if the scopes could see something so small as a one hundred kilometer vessel at that distance, that the Main would spot the Nathan Graham out here fifty-eight days from now. The Main physically could not spot them sooner. 
 
    The Nathan Graham had not used any regular matter/antimatter-fueled propulsion to move into real time and space. If they used propulsion to build up velocity, that would be something else. The exhaust would be bright and hot compared to the normal cold of space and would act like a giant flare. The same held true for AI vessels out here, especially smaller ones. 
 
    If there were AI scout vessels in the Oort cloud, and if they spotted the Nathan Graham, their message to the Main would take fifty-eight days if sent by a laser light or radio. 
 
    That had been the reasoning behind a scouting pop out in the outer red dwarf system. By the time the Main spotted the Nathan Graham out here, the mission would already be over one way or another. 
 
    It was much harder to hide a planet-sized object, especially when the searchers knew what to look for and where to look for it. 
 
    So far, the plan held. They had appeared in the right spot in the red dwarf star system, and they may have gotten lucky, too. The Main was on this side of the red dwarf. The Main could have been hidden behind the star relative to them. 
 
    “Excellent work so far,” Jon said. “Let’s gather more data. I want a complete picture of the star system and all its occupants, or as many of them as we can spot. Then, we can begin making the final plans for the insertion mission.” 
 
    Jon stood, congratulating himself. The enemy did not yet know they were here, and that was going to make all the difference. 
 
    *** 
 
    Except, the Dandelion of Enoy had reached sensor range of the Nathan Graham before it had exited the void. Zeno and Kree had watched the exiting operation and were even now discussing it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Except, although Main 54 hadn’t seen the Nathan Graham, by his calculations an Earth vessel or several Earth vessels should soon be making an appearance here. He had sent out a signal long ago for increased vigilance on everyone’s part in the red dwarf system. The trap had been set; the players were ready. Now, would the pitiful humans do as predicted? 
 
    Main 54 waited with building anticipation, certain that his vaunted intelligence had accurately guessed the intentions and methods of this willful Life-creature, Jon Hawkins. 
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    As the crew of the Nathan Graham gathered data, held meetings and finalized plans, the two coherent Sisters of Enoy aboard the Dandelion attempted to understand what was taking place. 
 
    They used a special monitor that could pierce through the void like a window into time and space. It was expensive in shipboard energy, but it provided a useful tool long employed by those of Enoy. It also allowed them to view different points in a star system far away from each other almost at once. 
 
    Both Zeno and Kree calculated furiously while the monitor showed them the situation. Then, the human vessel used its null-splitter, creating an opening back into the void. 
 
    “No, no,” Kree said, her flame shape brighter and flickering more vigorously than before because during the journey she had supped vitality from the ancient stores. “I told you this would happen. The humans are clever and deceptive. They knew we were monitoring them and are now coming to board us. Launch the Vestal missiles, I say.” 
 
    “You say?” asked Zeno, her lightning-bolt shape bright and strong. She had supped even more deeply than Kree on the ancient stores during the journey. It felt marvelous to have power again. Her will surged with force, and her temper had actually grown shorter because of it. She had been imperious in the old times before the original fringe patrol. Then, and once again now, she believed there was a way, a key, to ultimately defeating the dread killing machines, and she meant to find that key. 
 
    “Quick,” Kree said. “There isn’t much time. Launch at once. Or do you want me to do it for you?” 
 
    For an answer, Zeno pointed at Kree and launched a bolt of lightning. It slammed the living flame against a rock bulkhead. 
 
    The flame being grew, flickering more, and it seemed as if two hands in the fire juggled a growing ball of flame, perhaps to hurl it at Zeno in retaliation. 
 
    “Think carefully, low-ranker,” Zeno said. “If you hurl a fireball at me, I shall shred you to pieces and feed your essence to the silent one. You will be no more, and never again will I hear a subordinate challenge my authority.” 
 
    Perhaps Kree would have attacked anyway, but on the smoky rimmed, cavern screen, the Nathan Graham headed back into the void. Would the Earth-crewed ship attack theirs? The seeming hands disappeared, and the growing fireball lost coherence, merging back with her substance. 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Kree said, although she did not sound nor look remorseful. 
 
    “Pay attention and learn,” Zeno said as she floated to a stone table. Lightning sizzled from her to various locales on the table. 
 
    The Dandelion slid away from the reality rip, sliding deeper into the void. Did it sink far enough away that those on the Nathan Graham failed to spot the Enoy vessel? 
 
    The smaller human-crewed vessel reentered the void. The rip closed behind it, and as if oblivious to the Dandelion, the Nathan Graham maneuvered to a different spot.  
 
    “I see them,” Kree said, “but I do not understand their actions.” 
 
    “You have learned a valuable lesson,” Zeno said curtly. “You are no longer questioning me. You must finally realize the foolishness of that.” 
 
    Kree did not reply. 
 
    “Silence is better than arguing with me,” Zeno said. “An affirmation would be best.” 
 
    “You are in charge,” Kree said. “That is patently obvious.” 
 
    “I detect a disregard for regularity in you. Have you forgotten the ways of Enoy?” 
 
    “No,” Kree said. 
 
    “Then you spitefully reject regularity?” 
 
    “I… I am sorry, Sister. The old ways are returning slower in me than in you. You always were the stronger between us.” 
 
    “Thus, I command the Dandelion.” 
 
    “Without a doubt, and now without any disrespect from me.” 
 
    “Much better,” Zeno said. “I find myself hating you less. Continue in this proper manner, and I shall learn to like you again.” 
 
    “Then, I will strive to please you,” Kree said. 
 
    “There is hope for unity aboard the Dandelion. Now, let us attend to the humans. Let us see if we can glean their intentions from their odd actions.” 
 
    For a time, the Sisters monitored the Nathan Graham. The cylindrical, asteroid-like-hulled vessel soon opened another reality rip. The ship slid back into time and space, closing the rip behind it. 
 
    “How odd,” Kree said. 
 
    “I would almost agree with your assessment,” Zeno said. “But we have seen that Jon Hawkins acts in accordance with a plan. Let us watch them in reality. Perhaps the actions are not odd at all.” 
 
    The powerful and energy-expensive reality monitor came back online. The two alien entities watched the Nathan Graham. 
 
    “Notice,” Kree said after a time, “the Nathan Graham arrived behind the red dwarf star relative to the Main. I suspect that is important.” 
 
    “The Nathan Graham did not do so originally,” Zeno said. 
 
    “Actions imply reasons,” Kree said. “I am paraphrasing your comment earlier.” 
 
    “I hope you are not doing so in a sarcastic or sardonic manner.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I am attempting to follow orders by using the precept you suggested.” 
 
    “Wise,” Zeno said. “Look. Is that not a sensor-cloaked shuttle?” 
 
    On the cloudy-rimmed cavern screen, a tiny dark vessel catapulted out of a hangar bay on the Nathan Graham. The small dark vessel hardly showed up on the cavern screen, and it built up velocity with weak ion propulsion as it headed for the red dwarf star. 
 
    “Perhaps there was a revolt aboard the Nathan Graham,” Kree said. “The rebels are aboard the smaller craft, which will fall into the star, annihilating them.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Zeno said. “We do not know the psychology of the humans. Wouldn’t they simply space rebels into the vacuum?” 
 
    “Perhaps this kind of death holds more terror for the rebels, and thus acts as a brake against further rebellions later.” 
 
    “I do not subscribe to your theory,” Zeno said. 
 
    “It is a suggestion more than a theory. I am as baffled as you are by the humans.” 
 
    Zeno straightened and stared at Kree. “Who says I am baffled by them?” 
 
    “I miscalculated my words. I beg forgiveness.” 
 
    “Granted…” Zeno said shortly. 
 
    The Sisters of Enoy continued to watch the monitor as time passed. The Nathan Graham remained at its location. The dark shuttle shut down its ion propulsion and coasted through velocity alone near the red dwarf star. The two energy entities observed the course of the shuttle. It did not plunge into the star, but skirted around it. Kree suggested the craft would use the star for a slingshot effect. That did not happen. Instead, the small, dark craft flew near the star, and then slowed by the object’s gravity as it left the other side, it headed toward the Main, the giant AI vessel eating its way through an asteroid belt. 
 
    “I am not saying you are baffled,” Kree said. “But the craft’s actions baffle me. Why skirt the star? Why not head directly to the Main?” 
 
    “I have been pondering just that,” Zeno admitted. 
 
    “Wait,” Kree said. “I have an idea. Perhaps Jon Hawkins suspects us. Maybe he has logically deduced our observations from the void, and this is his way of secretly sending data to the Main about Enoy.” 
 
    “Why would the human do this?” 
 
    “Because he lied to us all down the line,” Kree said. “Humans are really in league with the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “Why tell us the opposite?” 
 
    “So he would not have to fight us. We can clearly use the void better than the humans can.” 
 
    “Why would he have helped free us from Cronus then?” 
 
    “I have not yet discovered the reason,” Kree said. “But I am sure it is there.” 
 
    Zeno considered the idea. “Your reasoning makes more logical sense than anything else I can deduce. What are your suggestions?” 
 
    “Open a rip and send a Vestal missile at the dark shuttle.” 
 
    “That would give away our presence and the fact that we’ve been observing.” 
 
    “A negative to the plan,” Kree said. “But Enoy is more important than either of us.” 
 
    “Of course, I agree with that,” Zeno said. “But the knowledge we hold is critical. We must survive to reach Enoy with it.” 
 
    “True. Then, perhaps we should leave at once, sending a Vestal missile from half a light-year away as our parting shot.” 
 
    “Your plan has merit,” Zeno said. “I might agree to it. Let us watch a little longer, though, and see if we discover something else to help confirm our latest deduction.” 
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    The Sisters of Enoy watched for several days, trying to understand the motivation of the humans and the single Sacerdote. Perhaps if they had understood the desperation of the mission, they would have reached different conclusions. 
 
    Jon had held a meeting earlier, and the rescue plan had reached its final modification. As far as the sensor team had been able to tell from in the Oort cloud, they knew the location of each AI siege-ship. It was doubtful if any of the team would have been surprised knowing they hadn’t found every smaller AI ship or hidden buoy. 
 
    Presently, the Nathan Graham had come to an all-stop behind a huge asteroid. The insertion vessel had already passed the red dwarf star. Other, slower, black-ice coated detectors catapulted from the Nathan Graham drifted into position. Now came the hardest part for those on the cybership—waiting for confirmation, waiting for the rescue team to go into the Main and come back out with rescued Sacerdotes. 
 
    Would the plan work? Would any of the people left on the Nathan Graham ever see the Centurion again, see Walleye, Bast Banbeck and the space marines who had volunteered for the deadly mission?  
 
    Frankly, Gloria did not give them high odds for success. But this was one time she didn’t tell her husband what she thought. Jon had enough on his mind. She could tell this was eating him alive. Waiting was hard. Waiting when you had to watch, or listen, to others fight might have been the hardest of all. Gloria wished Jon could communicate with those in the insertion vessel. They didn’t dare lest the Main detect the message pulses. How was the insertion team doing? And what exactly was happening to them now? 
 
    *** 
 
    The insertion vessel was a specially constructed ship made for the rescue mission. It was far larger than a shuttle and much more heavily built. It had black anti-sensor coating and held more than just space marines. Senior Scientist Mathews was aboard to refine the new anti-AI virus. Walleye was there in case they ran into similar problems as he’d faced in the Lalande 46650 System. June Zen had volunteered to join the expedition, but Walleye had nixed the idea. 
 
    The Centurion was running the overall operation, in charge of the twenty-four space marines. 
 
    Lastly, Bast Banbeck had come. He’d insisted upon it as his right. The other Sacerdotes might not understand that the humans had arrived to save them. Jon had been against Bast going. The Centurion had argued for it. There was no telling what condition the captive Sacerdotes might be in. Seeing one of their own among the rescue party might help settle them. 
 
    “We don’t really know that any Sacerdotes are aboard the Main,” Jon said. “What if the Main seeded the idea in order to lure us here?” 
 
    “It’s too late to worry about that,” the Centurion had said in conference. “We’re here. We have to check. We have the plan. Bast could be instrumental in the plan succeeding.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Jon had given his permission. 
 
    Now, Bast was in the insertion vessel, wondering if this was his last hurrah. The big Sacerdote was in a large chamber with the space marines. They were muscular young men specially chosen and trained for the mission. They were a clannish lot, and several of them were six and a half feet tall. Bast almost felt at home with such big humans. None of them was as tall or heavy as he was, but a few might have been as strong. A few of the men looked positively herculean. 
 
    The marines played cards with each other, read stories on computer slates or wrote letters home. How those letters would get home if the Main captured the insertion vessel, Bast did not have the slightest idea. But he didn’t say anything to the marines about it. They were risking their lives to save the Sacerdote race. The least he could do was let them go to their probable doom their own way. 
 
    Bast had been feeling upbeat most of the voyage. Now, though, that they were on the last leg of this mission, doubts assailed him. They were doing exactly what Jon had done the first time in the Neptune System. Well, that wasn’t precisely true. This was even ballsier than that. They actually wanted the Main to draw them into him. 
 
    That was a screwy idea, right? 
 
    Bast leaned against a bulkhead in the chamber. He and the marines lived and slept in here. Their mats and bedrolls were laid out in neat rows, with small metal lockers beside each. Each evening when the Centurion declared “Lights out,” Bast would hear the last whispers. Then, the snoring started. Sacerdotes did not snore in their sleep. It seemed rather perverse that smaller humans did. 
 
    The marines and Bast stayed in here because delicate stealth equipment, many extra computers and the engines were in the rest of the ship. The ship could hold several hundred Sacerdotes once they jettisoned the stealth equipment and computers. By that time, they would not need such items. That was the mission theory, anyway. How it would work in real time…that was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “The Main will slay the Sacerdotes once he realizes what we’re trying to do,” Bast had argued at the conference table. 
 
    “You’ll have to move fast at that point,” Jon said. 
 
    “No one can move that fast.” 
 
    “That’s why Mathews’ virus will have to work,” Jon said. “Everything rests on that.” 
 
    As he thought back to the conference meeting, Bast shook his head. Jon should have let June Zen come. Walleye’s experience in the Lalande 46650 System had been critical to this mission’s idea. June had saved Walleye. Why hadn’t Hawkins let her come to save the Sacerdote race? 
 
    “Bast,” the Centurion said. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Bast looked up. 
 
    The smaller humanoid moved carefully among his marines and their bedrolls. The Centurion respected them by respecting what was theirs. 
 
    The Centurion slid down beside Bast, sitting beside him. 
 
    “Where are we now?” Bast asked. 
 
    The Centurion with his dark eyes and still ways studied him. The man was uncanny sometimes. Bast didn’t know if the Centurion had always been this scary or if the final polishing had come after surviving his captivity aboard Main 63. 
 
    “I would like to know our present location,” Bast rumbled. 
 
    The Centurion dug in a pack and pulled out a computer slate. He touched it, and the gray screen dissolved until the stars and nearest asteroids appeared. 
 
    Bast leaned over, looking down at the screen. It showed the insertion vessel’s route. He couldn’t tell anything by it, but it still made him feel better. The insertion vessel had passed the red dwarf star— 
 
    “Is that the Main?” Bast asked quietly, or quietly for him. 
 
    “There?” asked the Centurion, pointing at a tiny object on the screen. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s it,” the Centurion said. 
 
    Bast glanced at the smaller man’s face. It had closed up, and there was no emotion showing. That was scarier than earlier. 
 
    “Do you remember?” asked Bast. 
 
    The Centurion didn’t ask, “Remember what?” He merely nodded. 
 
    “Will endless captivity be our fate?” Bast asked. 
 
    The Centurion did not answer. 
 
    “What are the odds we’ll fail?” Bast asked. 
 
    The Centurion looked up at him. The emotional flatness was still there. “That is the wrong thing to say, my friend. A soldier asks what the chances of success are.” 
 
    “I’m a philosopher, not a soldier.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” the Centurion said quietly, reprovingly. “You’re among warriors, my space marines. You must adhere to our customs while among us.” 
 
    “Do you fear death?” 
 
    “No,” the Centurion said, but there was something dark in his eyes. They did not reveal emotion. What did they reveal? 
 
    “I fear death,” Bast rumbled. “I fear disgracing myself while we’re in the belly of the beast. I fear we will never find any Sacerdotes.” 
 
    “We’ll find them.” 
 
    “How can you know? Or is it merely military custom to say optimistic things at a time like this?” 
 
    “Both,” the Centurion said. 
 
    Bast shuddered. He hadn’t believed he would feel so frightened doing this. Hawkins had never shown such fear. The man kept charging, kept attacking. It was as if Hawkins had decided that the rest of the universe should fear him. He would make AIs, Sisters of Enoy and Cronus dance to his tune. Hawkins refused to dance to theirs. 
 
    “When will we know this is going to work or not?” 
 
    The Centurion studied him for a time. “Being a philosopher must mean being a brooder. That won’t help you on the battlefield. Act decisively, Bast. Decide in your heart that you’re going to win.” 
 
    “That ensures victory?” 
 
    “It ensures that you’ll fight when others quit. I know a little something about that.” 
 
    Bast blushed as embarrassment roared through him. He was complaining about having a shot at rescuing Sacerdotes when this human couldn’t care about his race that way. The Centurion did not complain. He fought on. He must have imbibed some of Hawkins’s fierce courage. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Bast whispered. 
 
    “For talking about your worries?” 
 
    “I’m a philosopher. But I know how to be grateful. I’m among warriors now, the greatest in the Confederation doing me the greatest favor I could wish. Tell me what to do when you need it, Centurion, and I will obey promptly and with all my heart.” 
 
    The faintest of smiles appeared. The Centurion clapped Bast on the knee. “We’ll make a marine out of you yet. Fret not. We’re here to win, and Hawkins is leading us. Soon enough, we’ll be going home with your people rescued. Won’t that feel good?” 
 
    “It would,” Bast admitted. 
 
    “Think about that. And then resolve to do whatever you have to do to see it done.” The Centurion stood, scanning the chamber, examining his men. With a start, he headed toward a youthful giant with mournful features. 
 
    Ah, Bast realized. He’s stoking morale, keeping it high. He smiled. Perhaps with the Centurion leading them, they would pull this off. 
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    The grim entity Cronus had reached the location where those on the Nathan Graham had practiced their foulness against him. The void ship was gone. Those of Enoy had long departed, it would seem. 
 
    How did Cronus know this was the location, when the very nature of the void meant it had no up, down, sideways…? 
 
    Despite Cronus’s vast size and power, in the void he, too, was like a two-dimensional creature in a three-dimensional world. He could do many things a human would consider magical, but he did not truly understand the void. That meant the extent of his time in the void was nearly miraculous. It was possible that the being who had banished Cronus into the void would never have done so if he’d known the exile could survive here this long. 
 
    Cronus seethed, even though he’d known that the likelihood of finding either of the ships here had been miniscule. 
 
    Very well; how did he find them now? 
 
    Cronus used one of his powers, and he sent his intellect roving through the void, unaided by any reality shield. The process strained him, and it turned him even moodier and more violent than before. He hated this realm. He could use it better than any creature he’d met, and he had met plenty. That might have been another paradox, but he wasn’t dwelling on those now. He wanted— 
 
    Hello. What was this? 
 
    He sensed— 
 
    The searching intellect of Cronus veered away abruptly. The sharp veer almost caused him to lose his way. If he had, his intellect would never have returned to his body. His body would rapidly decay without the intellect, until the reality field around his planet-sized body went down and discontinuity did its dirty work of making him not. 
 
    Cronus feared. That, too, almost proved fatal. 
 
    Think. Do not fear. Reason, as you are the greatest thing in existence. 
 
    He continued to soothe the fear until reason took hold. By degrees, he righted himself and hurried back to the bulk that was he, finally reaching it and reuniting intellect and material form. 
 
    He had sensed the weak, lacking Sister, the one that he’d programmed. 
 
    Cronus was surprised how far the Enoy vessel had gotten. With a mental shrug, he set off to follow them with his material shape. It would take time traveling, as the casting effect of his intellect had taken fantastic reserves of power. He used his unique propulsion and steadied himself by imagining all the things he would do to the recaptured Sisters. Best of all, though, was the idea of getting ahold of a null-splitter. The idea that he could escape the void after all this time made him eager, almost giddy. 
 
    Cronus refrained from giddiness. Now wasn’t the time. That would come later, eons later, after he found and destroyed the great one who had banished him into the void. Thought of that frightened him, though. The great one was mighty. Cronus was mighty, too. But the great one had been mightier still. 
 
    Stay on target, Cronus chided himself. 
 
    Hmm. The chiding showed that he might be unsuited to reality. The void rewarded the imaginative and the easily distracted. If he hoped to reach reality—time and space—then he would have to concentrate as he used to do. 
 
    What was the best way to practice? 
 
    By staying on target, Cronus told himself. 
 
    He began to practice concentration. He did it so well that he nearly lost track of the Enoy vessel. 
 
    That made Cronus angry, which he realized could make him unfit for reality anymore. Here, fierce emotions were good, as they helped keep a mind from dwelling on the void, while in reality, they were a weakness, a distraction. 
 
    If the planet-sized being could have sighed, he might have. There was so much to do and in such a short amount of time. He reviewed his reasons for doing this, and his plans. The null-splitter was first, because without it, his future would be bleak. With it, the stars would be his. 
 
    Cronus laughed, and the laughter did him good. Evil as he was, there was still value in good, honest laughter. 
 
    Once he finished laughing, Cronus continued to travel, beginning to make his plans concerning Hawkins and the annoying Sisters of Enoy. 
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    The insertion vessel headed for the asteroid field beyond the red dwarf star. It did so while coasting, occasionally using side jets to make small course corrections. The star’s size and thus gravitational pull continued to act as a brake on the craft, but that lessened the farther they moved away from the dwarf star. 
 
    The Centurion had walked amongst his marines for days now. The insertion craft moved slowly in stellar terms. It did so for several reasons. Chief among them was that no one wanted the craft to have to brake too hard with the ion engine and give itself away as it neared Main 54. 
 
    In the old days when men first began attempting space flight, a trip from Earth to the Moon had taken days. The pioneers in the Apollo capsules had been crawling. The insertion craft moved faster than those capsules, but the craft had a lot of inner system territory to cover. Main 54 was still over a week away. 
 
    As he headed for a hatch, the Centurion looked back at the marines. They were so young. Had he ever been as fresh-faced as any of them? It hardly seemed so. 
 
    Maybe he’d never been as young, or as innocent, at least, as any of them. He’d grown up hard. First, he’d been a thief, stealing in order to get enough food to stay alive. Then, he’d been a forced convert to Islam as practiced in Medina Hab orbiting Saturn. He’d been a young suicide bomber whose bomb had failed to explode. 
 
    The Centurion remembered that day all right. He remembered Nathan Graham, and like Jon Hawkins, he remembered the man fondly. Colonel Graham—not a colonel that day—seemed to have had a heart of gold, collecting the Solar System’s strays and making something out of them. Graham had had a hard streak, too, turning his strays into some of the best mercenaries in the system. 
 
    The Centurion smiled. It was a cruel thing, a hard smile, but it held joy while remembering Graham. Nathan Graham had never quit. He’d taught both of his star pupils that, too. 
 
    Is that what I am? 
 
    The Centurion had never considered himself a star pupil. He was a soldier. He no longer followed the dictates of Islam as practiced on Medina Hab. He didn’t follow Christianity as practiced by Hawkins or follow Christ Spaceman as Miles Ghent had done. He was simply a soldier. He fought. 
 
    The Centurion stood by the hatch to the short corridor to the control room. He stared down at the ultra-sharp knife he kept in his right boot. He would never willingly let an AI capture him again. He shivered, remembering his horrible captivity aboard Main 63, a soulless machine that had collected human specimens… 
 
    Soulless. 
 
    The Centurion thought about that. The Confederation faced a galaxy full of machines, deadly ones programmed to wipe out Life, all Life, everywhere. As far as they knew, the war had been raging for at least twenty thousand years. 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. That was too long for him to conceive. Human history didn’t even go back that far, the kind of history that had written records. Some people spoke about human ancestors, apish creatures. Had human life really risen from a primordial soup? Had it evolved for millions of years? Did it matter? 
 
    Maybe it did matter. The Centurion wasn’t particularly religious, but he believed in a Creator of some kind. What was Life? How was that different from sentient computers hunting to kill Life? 
 
    If evolution was correct—chance plus time plus mutations—then how did one arrangement of atoms make any difference from another arrangement of atoms, morally speaking? It was just stuff. One lump of stuff was no more important than another lump of stuff. Logically, that was the case, anyway. 
 
    Yet, what human acted on that logic? Every human the Centurion had met acted as if Life was more important than non-Life. That action implied an inner belief that Life mattered more, was somehow special. To the Centurion, that implied humans had an innate sense of the Creator. People acted as if they mattered. Cut in front of a man in a long line, and the man would say, “You shouldn’t have done that. I was here first.” 
 
    Why not cut in line if you wanted or hit a man if you simply felt like it? If a person was just a lump of atoms like any other thing, kicking it should be no different than kicking a stone. 
 
    A genuine smile appeared on the Centurion’s tough features. He was becoming like Bast the Philosopher. Why did any of these thoughts matter? 
 
    As the Centurion thought about that, he frowned. They mattered because Life was precious. Human life was more precious than animal life or planet life. Why was that so? Or why did most people act as if that was so? 
 
    Because the Creator made us. That was the answer—the only real one that made logical sense. The Creator had given humanity purpose by his creation. In that sense, both Christianity and Islam had the right idea. The adherents of both religions believed in a Creator, an ultimate source. 
 
    What then had fashioned Cronus? 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. He didn’t know. He didn’t know if he was correct in his thinking. It was what he believed. Yes. He was sure that he was worth more than any artificial intelligence. The machines were evil because they hunted to eradicate Life. The Centurion had come to realize the machine evilness during his captivity better than at any other time. That’s partly what soulless machine meant. It implied that man had a soul and that the soul was worth something. 
 
    If men didn’t have souls, but were mere biological robots or machines… The Centurion shuddered. That was too bleak a philosophy for him. 
 
    As a man thinks, so he is. 
 
    If men thought they were special, they acted differently than if they thought men were nothing different from the rest of the universe. 
 
    Was a man a hunk of atoms randomly tossed together through chance or was he made a little lower than the angels? One implied meaninglessness. The other implied worth. 
 
    The Centurion shook his head. His life was precious. The Sacerdotes out there in the Main were precious. 
 
    The Centurion opened the hatch, slipping through, closing the hatch behind him. It was time to check up on the vessel’s progress. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -6- 
 
      
 
    The Centurion sat down beside Walleye. The little mutant was flying the insertion craft. Walleye glanced at him with his strange eyes before he continued piloting. 
 
    A small, polarized window allowed both men to peer into space. The control room was small and cramped: perfect for Walleye, not so much for the Centurion. 
 
    “Need a break?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Walleye said. 
 
    The Centurion glanced left at the mat on the deck. That’s where Walleye slept. “Think we’ll make it?” 
 
    “You don’t?” Walleye kept an eye on the controls. 
 
    “This one is going to be hard.” 
 
    Walleye said nothing. 
 
    The Centurion peered out at the stars. The insertion craft headed for an asteroid field, a thick one, but he couldn’t see any of the asteroids from here. He did see the Main, or was sure that the bigger dot out there wasn’t a star but the Earth-sized machine. 
 
    “This will be a long war,” the Centurion said. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” 
 
    “Don’t you ever ponder the meaning of all this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    The Centurion didn’t answer. 
 
    “I live in the moment,” Walleye said. “That’s enough for me. Too much thinking dulls the senses.” 
 
    “Animals live in the moment,” the Centurion said. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “You don’t take offense at what I just said?” 
 
    Walleye shook his head. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Walleye said. 
 
    The Centurion glanced at the little mutant. He found Walleye annoying. Did the mutant really believe he was an island? The Centurion might have believed that long ago. He didn’t anymore. 
 
    The Centurion got up and headed for the hatch. He expected Walleye to call out, tell him to come back. The mutant did not. So, the Centurion went down the short corridor, opened the hatch and closed it behind him. 
 
    If Walleye wanted to be alone, then let him be alone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Walleye glanced back when he heard the hatch shut. Certain the Centurion wasn’t coming back, the mutant took a slate from under his buff coat. 
 
    The stubby fingers clicked a switch, bringing nude pics of June Zen back up. He studied the pics one by one. June. He loved her. He loved looking at her. He would never have told anyone, certainly not June, but he missed her. He did wonder if he would ever see her again. 
 
    One thing Walleye knew: this was a damned dangerous mission. The odds of getting in and out with Sacerdotes, he gave them a one-in-seven chance. Those were poor odds. He wanted June to live, and he was certain that a void ship could easily escape the red dwarf system and Main 54. 
 
    Look at that cheek. It was smooth, he knew. 
 
    Walleye sighed wistfully, switching off the slate, putting it away. If anyone put in the wrong code, the pics would erase. As much as he loved looking at them, he didn’t want anyone else doing so. He would probably kill anyone who did. 
 
    He could have gotten out of this mission. So why had he agreed to come? He wasn’t sure. Maybe for what had happened on Makemake many years ago. Maybe for having to ride in a coffin in order to escape the dreaded robots on Makemake. They had made him suffer. They had brought him turmoil. He wanted to hurt them for destroying a good life on Makemake. He missed the old days. Nothing had been the same since then. 
 
    His nostrils expanded. Because of the death machines, humanity had lived by the skin of its teeth for years now. Extinction waited right around the corner. If nothing else, he wanted to make a fight of it. He wanted the machines to feel some pain, some anguish. 
 
    He doubted they did. They made mathematical calculations and followed ancient programming. Was there some way they could change the programming and release the changed AIs back into the galaxy, perhaps to do good instead of evil? 
 
    Cog Primus Prime had been one such attempt, in a way. That had helped humanity’s odds, for sure. 
 
    Walleye leaned forward, looking out of the polarized window. For piloting, he did not use any other sensors than passive teleoptics. A planet-sized enemy waited for them. Would Hawkins’s grand idea work? 
 
    They were going to find out. Walleye wanted to get on with it, but he knew patience was a virtue when dealing with AIs. 
 
    Walleye shrugged. He would get there soon enough, and then he would probably want to leave. So, he endured, looked at naked pics of lovely June Zen and imagined ways to beat the gigantic death machines. 
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    Main 54 checked his sensor buoys scattered throughout a four AU-net around him. He had been checking the sensors for a time— 
 
    Here was something interesting. A sensor had found an anomaly that had skirted the red dwarf star. The object had raced past the star fast enough and just far enough so the gravitational pull hadn’t caught it. The object had continued on its way, a natural object—until it made tiny, almost unnoticeable course corrections. Those corrections had insured the object headed for Main 54. 
 
    Now that was quite interesting. In a state that might have been construed as excitement, Main 54 took the data and fed it to himself. His massive intellect came up with an obvious answer. That was not a natural object. 
 
    Main 54 trained several teleoptics at the thing. In moments, it was apparent that that was a specially designed craft with anti-sensor material. The darkness might have hidden it, but not from his army of AI buoys. That implied a void ship was hidden on the other side of the red dwarf. Would the larger void ship remain hidden over there? 
 
    Likely, the void ship had ejected sensors that would be able to view past the red dwarf star. 
 
    Main 54 began searching for those sensors. 
 
    He knew a momentary buzz of contentment. His calculations had proven correct. Hawkins—or someone from the Confederation—had traveled out to him. His lure had worked. 
 
    Of course, he could not be one hundred percent that was the case. There was an infinitesimal probability that he was dealing with something else. But the probability that humans were inside the approaching craft was almost ninety-nine-point-nine percent certain.  
 
    He would do nothing different for now. He would act is if he hadn’t notice them, let them come to him. What was their plan? The tiny ship could not possibly defeat him. 
 
    He ran a thousand simulations. If the simulations were correct, the ship would try to bore into him. They might try to land on his surface and work in, but he doubted it. Did they hold him in such contempt that they believed such a direct course would work? 
 
    He shifted through his data on humanity. No. He did not think they held him in contempt. These humans had succeeded where thousands, tens of thousands, of other species had failed. That had to mean that, despite their unsightly appearance and simple ways, humans were unique. Simple luck hadn’t seen them through each time. Humans had special qualities. Their survival against several AI attacks demonstrated it. 
 
    So, then, reasoned Main 54, the humans must have a backup plan. Would void ships suddenly appear, giving him a fight? Did it have to be void ships? Did they think a special anti-AI virus would allow them to take him over? These were all possibilities. 
 
    In fact, Main 54 ran through thousands of other possibilities, and he found solutions to every single one. 
 
    He was ready. Even if he was supposed to find the first insertion ship, he was ready if they had other, unexpected plans. 
 
    Main 54 had never doubted he would win. But if this was their key plan, this win was going to be pathetically easy. 
 
    Had other AI ships, ones the humans had defeated, been so sloppy that they hadn’t followed normal procedures? That seemed possible as he watched the tiny ship approach him. It was easy to see how others could underestimate the humans. But he would not. 
 
    There had to be a greater Hawkins plan. This couldn’t be it. He would actually be disappointed if this was the extent of the great and dangerous Hawkins. 
 
    Main 54 almost sent them a message, telling them this was too easy. He wondered if that might be one of the humans’ strengths. They appeared to follow foolish plans, when in reality their plans were much more cunning. 
 
    The longer Main 54 ran through his simulations, the more he thought he knew the answer. 
 
    He had almost fallen for the trick, the trap. Oh, these humans must be clever fellows indeed. Well, he was ready now. He had many options and knew the ones that had the greatest chance for success. 
 
    He would feed on the metallic asteroids and let the humans make the first move. Maybe this was the first move— 
 
    “No, no,” Main 54 told himself. “This is the obvious play. The real attack has to come from somewhere or something I am not expecting. I am expecting the unexpected now.” 
 
    He could hardly wait for the game to begin. 
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    Aboard the Dandelion in the void, Zeno and Kree continued to observe the Nathan Graham, Main 54 and the various siege-ships scattered throughout the system and in the Oort cloud. 
 
    They debated possibilities, opened more vitality pods and grew drunk on greater willpower and zest. Each ranged through the Dandelion, organizing old portions of the ship and refining existing ship capabilities. 
 
    “Our Vestal missiles will fly faster and explode harder now,” Kree bragged to Zeno in the control chamber. 
 
    “We can move from void to reality faster than before,” Zeno said. 
 
    Several more days passed, and the Sisters grew tired of the wait. They had been gone from Enoy over five thousand years. It was time to go home already. The voyage would take some time, too, as Enoy was in the galactic core. 
 
    Finally, Kree approached Zeno as the other shined and flickered before the cavern-like viewing screen. There was no longer any cloudiness around the screen’s inner edges, as Zeno had fixed that. 
 
    “May I speak to you, Commander?” Kree asked. 
 
    The lightning-bolt form turned around to regard the flickering flame Kree. 
 
    “Speak,” Zeno said imperiously. 
 
    “Do you know how long you intend to stay here?” 
 
    “How long we will stay,” Zeno said. 
 
    “That is what I meant.” 
 
    “Why did you not say ‘we’ to begin with?” 
 
    “I am dizzy with the newfound vitality surging through me.” 
 
    “That is interesting. So am I.” 
 
    “Did we consume too much vitality too quickly?” Kree asked. 
 
    “I certainly didn’t,” Zeno said. 
 
    Kree decided to withhold comment. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Zeno said. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “I don’t know how long we’ll stay here. I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “May I query you again?” 
 
    “You have the floor,” Zeno said. 
 
    “Are you waiting for a specific event to occur before you think we should head for Enoy?” 
 
    “That is an excellent question.” Zeno raised a lightning-bright arm and then finger. “That is a wonderful and insightful question.” 
 
    “You’re drunk,” Kree declared. 
 
    “Dare you say that?” 
 
    Kree actually laughed. “I believe I may be drunk on vitality as well. Our long captivity on Cronus has unhinged us. Notice, I did not say me, but us.” 
 
    Zeno lowered her lightning-bright arm. She seemed to pause in her thoughts. 
 
    Kree swayed back and forth, readying a fireball just in case the superior was going to start a drunken fight to the finish. 
 
    Zeno did no such thing. Instead, she peered at the swaying flame of Kree. Then Zeno glanced at the dull ball of energy that was the third Sister, the unnamed one that had survived the five millennia of captivity with them. 
 
    So intent was Zeno’s scrutiny that Kree finally turned around to stare at the dull one as well. “Is something the matter with her?” Kree asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Zeno said. “I thought I saw moment in our Sister.” 
 
    “Do you remember her name?” 
 
    “No. Do you?” 
 
    “No,” Kree said. 
 
    “There,” Zeno said. “I saw activity.” 
 
    Kree leaned closer to the dull ball of energy, one which did not pulse or shiver with life. She had no idea what Zeno could see. 
 
    “Hello?” Zeno said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    There was no answer from the dull ball. 
 
    Zeno floated past Kree as she approached the third Sister. She was drunk. She wasn’t thinking as clearly as she could be. Perhaps in time, she could handle this much vitality again. She had been starved for eons. 
 
    Eons? she asked herself. Zeno did not normally think in such terms. What would cause her to use such a word? Like something Cronus had used during the long captivity… 
 
    “Something feels off,” Kree said. 
 
    Zeno turned around sharply. She half expected to see Kree juggling a fireball inside her, growing it bigger and hotter for an attack. Yet, that was not the case. Kree showed concern and alarm. 
 
    “What is the matter?” asked Zeno. 
 
    Kree’s flame head flickered faster. “Can’t you feel it?” 
 
    “Are you quizzing me?” 
 
    “Yes. Can’t you feel it?” Kree shouted in alarm. “I sense Cronus. He is near. He must have found us.” 
 
    “No,” Zeno moved, turning away from the dull ball of the third Sister and rushing to the viewing screen. Energy left her. The scene changed, no longer showing time and space, but the void. She searched the void, but couldn’t find any sign of Cronus. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Zeno told Kree. “The void is empty.” 
 
    “He’s near, I tell you,” Kree whispered with dread. “I sense him.” 
 
    “And I did say ‘eons,’” Zeno muttered. She thought carefully, realizing she couldn’t remember the past before Cronus as well as she’d like to. Maybe after five thousand years of captivity… “How did Cronus capture us the first time?”  
 
    “What?” asked Kree. 
 
    “The first time, the original—” Zeno felt something horrible then, the dread presence of Cronus. Could Kree have greater sensitivity to the evil one than she did? 
 
    “He’s here,” Kree said, her flame-being diminishing intensity. 
 
    Zeno peered at the screen. She didn’t see him in the void. She— 
 
    On the screen, as if oozing out of the nothingness of the void, the great, planet-sized creature appeared, the green-glowing fungus patches brighter than she ever remembered. 
 
    “We must prepare,” Kree said. “We must—run, Zeno! We must fleet the void. He wants our null-splitter. That’s what he’s after.” 
 
    Zeno floated to the ship’s controls, but in that moment, she seemed to wade through a dense substance, slowing her advance. 
 
    “No,” Kree moaned. “He’s here. Cronus is with us.” 
 
    Zeno stared at Kree. That was nonsense. That was— 
 
    An evil laugh vibrated throughout the control room. It sounded like Cronus. But he was outside the Dandelion. He was— 
 
    “Zeno!” screamed Kree. 
 
    Zeno turned around. To her horror, their Sister, the dull ball, had changed color. She had become the same awful green-glowing color as the fungus patches on Cronus. The green-glowing ball of energy rose from the deck, pulsating with power. Two eyes appeared, black oily eyes staring at them. 
 
    “Hello, Sisters,” it said in Cronus’s dark voice. “I never got to say goodbye. Now is a good a time as any to fix that.” 
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    Kree burst forth with an intense scream of fury and agony. The agony was a mental memory of what had seemed like an eternity in his power. Cronus had mocked and tormented them, and it had seemed as if nothing could change that. Their moment of freedom had felt oh so glorious. 
 
    She wished Zeno had fled directly for home, for Enoy. She wished— 
 
    Kree of the Flame had wished for many things in her long life. The one thing she wanted more than anything else was to remain free of Cronus. He was unlike anything in existence, and that included the death machines. Now, Cronus was back, and he would surely capture them and retake the Dandelion. He had used them, duped them— 
 
    Kree screamed with fury and sadness at the futility of the situation. Cronus was unbeatable. 
 
    Kree had been juggling a fireball for some time. It had grown stronger, hotter, bigger and more volatile. She now hurled the fireball at their forgotten Sister, who Cronus obviously possessed. 
 
    The fireball sizzled in swift passage, and it struck their forgotten Sister. 
 
    Their Sister bellowed with Cronus’s voice, and maybe that showed the extent of his control. He felt the unnamed one’s pain because he controlled or possessed her more thoroughly than should be possible. 
 
    The green-glowing, floating ball of energy that had been their Sister burned as the fireball sizzled and roasted— 
 
    “NO!” Cronus thundered. 
 
    The ball of controlled energy turned icy cold as an intense artic blue color permeated the Sister of Enoy. The sizzling fire burning her weakened…weakened more—and it winked out. 
 
    “That was a mistake,” Cronus said through the nameless Sister. 
 
    “Eat this, monster!” Kree screamed, hurling a smaller fireball. 
 
    An icicle grew from the nameless Sister, extinguishing the fireball in mid-flight. Shards of ice tinkled as they struck the deck. 
 
    Zeno finally shook off her lethargy and disbelief. Cronus had tricked them. He had found them. He was in the control chamber with them, possessing the nameless one. Had that one even been truly alive anymore? The nameless one had been a Trojan horse. 
 
    That was a human term. The Sisters of Enoy had a different idiom that meant a similar thing. In this context, that would suffice. 
 
    Zeno did not scream with fury, with abandon. She had greater self-control than Kree, although the power of the fireball impressed Zeno. She was glad Kree had attacked with such passion. Still, perhaps Kree could only have done so against Cronus. 
 
    Zeno concentrated as befitted one of high rank. Someday, she had planned to become an Archon of Enoy. It appeared as if that day would never arrive. Cronus was the reason she would fail. 
 
    Dwelling on that, coldly, rationally hating it, she gathered her resolve. It was time to show the void monster the error of having used Sisters of Enoy. Zeno chanted an ancient litany. She would not survive the fight. That was clear. But she would never become his captive again. She would never undergo that indignity and suffer at his whims. That meant it was time for the ultimate bolt of power. 
 
    Zeno concentrated, forgoing passion as Kree had used. Instead, she used logic and cold judgment. Cronus must pay. He must learn. She would not survive, but she would make her death mean something. 
 
    “Cronus!” she shouted. 
 
    The monster in possession of the nameless one stopped icing the weakening Kree. Kree no longer shouted, no longer threatened, but had been stubbornly fighting to remain alive. 
 
    “Ready to surrender, Sister?” mocked Cronus. 
 
    “Eat this,” Zeno said. 
 
    She had already started the great unraveling—the unraveling of her very being. She fed her own life-essence into the bolt. She kept coherence only long enough to launch such a sizzling thing—she had feasted far too much on the ancient stores of vitality—that with a BOOM, and a ROAR, a shining white bolt of pure power zigzagged from the vanished form of Zeno. The bolt sped with unerring accuracy and slashed into the nameless Sister. 
 
    Cronus attempted a last-second shield of ice. The slashing lightning-bolt smashed through the shield and tore into the ball of living energy. With a roar and the smell of electricity, the lightning bolt dissolved the essence of the weak Sister, the nameless one. The power bolt destroyed her in an orgy of violence, blowing her energy farther than the nameless one could contain. 
 
    The power bolt also struck the intellect and possession power of Cronus. In that instant, the bulk of his intellect fled from the control chamber of the Dandelion of Enoy. Some of the intellect died, such had been the consuming power of the blast. Zeno had been strong, almost of Archon strength, and she had supped on raw vitality until drunk with power.   
 
    Cronus was great. But there was a limit to his greatness. 
 
    As Zeno perished and was no more—dying after millennia of life—the control chamber became bright and electric with the power of her passing. 
 
    Cronus’s possessing power fled. 
 
    Kree grunted as wild energy consumed part of her being. The intensity of the lightning blast startled her. She had never believed the commander had it in her. 
 
    Kree did not want to die. Thus, she fled the terrible chamber, trying to stanch the flow of energy draining from her. She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live… 
 
    She floated through corridors, fleeing, but the power, the organized energy continued to flow from her as if from a wound. She could not reorganize herself. She was stunned. She was unraveling even as she fled. 
 
    “Zeno, please, don’t do this to me.” 
 
    No one was doing it now. Either Kree could master her fear and horror of death, and try to reorganize what was left of herself, or she would die for good, never to return. 
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    For a second time in recent memory, the intellect of Cronus fled back to his planet-sized material bulk. He was reeling in shock and pain. 
 
    This was insufferable. He was Cronus. That meant “Giver of Pain,” not the receiver of it. There had only been one time in his life that he recalled such hurt. That had been when the One, the Power, had driven him to this place of horrible darkness. He had nightmares of that time. But he had never expected puny creatures like the Sisters to hurt his intellect so. 
 
    He had forgotten some of the rules of possession. They were not physical laws such as some species invented after observing the effects of gravity. They were ways and customs, methods that shielded him from pain like this. 
 
    The pain angered him, but not in a way to produce more strength. This anger weakened his resolve. He must never allow anyone to hurt him so personally and intimately again. 
 
    Did that mean he must never again possess other beings? Well, he didn’t know about that. He had to do it with greater caution. Perhaps it would be wiser to use the blunt power of his material being. No one could hurt him intimately like that if he did it the blunt way. 
 
    Still, he needed the null-splitter. That likely meant he had to squeeze his intellect to fit into the tiny ship of Enoy one more time. One of the Sisters still lived. He could sense her from here. She was frightened. 
 
    Could he purchase her cooperation? The idea intrigued him. He could promise her many things— 
 
    Wait! Something was terribly wrong. He sensed suicidal thoughts from the Sister of Enoy. She must have sustained damage during the fight. She was thinking… 
 
    The green-glowing fungus patches brightened. Cronus didn’t want to employ such a spell now. He felt so damnably drained. Some of the initial pain had passed into dull throbbing. Hmm, the null-splitter was everything. He had to have it. On the other side of the void was Hawkins. He could feel the little prick over there. 
 
    So be it. 
 
    Cronus concentrated. With a swift thought, he propelled his intellect back at the drifting Dandelion of Enoy. It was time to grab the null-splitter. That meant it was time to deal with the dying, suicidal despairing Kree of the Flame. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kree had shrunk during the short interval of time. She zigzagged through the stone corridors of the Dandelion. Zeno was gone. The nameless Sister was no more. Cronus was out there. She could feel him watching. Did he know that she was heading for the null-splitter? It was time to destroy the device. It was the last thing she could do for Enoy. Cronus must remain a prisoner in the void. If he broke free— 
 
    Kree shivered, and more fiery energy leaked from her dulling and shrinking form. She was an organized energy being. The organization came from her intellect. As that weakened, her form unraveled. It was as simple as that. 
 
    “Kree!” an implacable male voice shouted, echoing down the corridors. 
 
    “No,” Kree moaned. “No, no, please no, don’t let him be here.” 
 
    “Kree,” Cronus shouted. “Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    Kree desperately wanted to increase speed, but she could not. She felt so weak, so dizzy. 
 
    Her form struck a stone bulkhead. She blinked with dull eyes in the slowly moving flame of her being. For a moment, the corridors vanished. 
 
    “No!” she shrieked. 
 
    The eyes reformed in her, and she saw more easily. That helped her as she continued to float, even as she realized that she moved more slowly than ever. This took too much concentration. 
 
    “I’m coming, Kree!” 
 
    She did not dare look back. She could hear him thudding down the stone corridors. He was remorseless. He would never quit. How could the giant monster squeeze into the Enoy? 
 
    “Teach me about the null-splitter,” he shouted. 
 
    Kree moaned in dread. Was she already too late? She wanted to sob, but that wouldn’t help her. Oh, damn Hawkins and his interference. If he hadn’t arrived in the void, they would have remained prisoners. That was a horrible fate, but at least Cronus would never have learned about the null-splitter. Kree felt responsible. She— 
 
    “I see you, little flame,” Cronus said. 
 
    The voice was too close. It felt as if the monster breathed on her shoulder, even though she didn’t possess one. 
 
    Kree of the Flame whirled around. Her eyes in the flame widened in shock. 
 
    A green-glowing thing that looked humanoid like a man stood there. It was an unhealthy green like radiation. It was green like slime that continuously dripped but started from the top. Why didn’t he drip onto the deck? 
 
    “Hello, Kree,” the simulacrum of Cronus said in a loud voice. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” Kree said. 
 
    “I am Cronus. I can do anything I set my mind to.” 
 
    Kree floated back. 
 
    He took several steps closer, and a mouth appeared. It smiled in an obscene manner. 
 
    “How can you see without eyes?” she asked. 
 
    The mouth opened as Cronus chuckled. “This is fun. I hadn’t realized before that giving hope and then chasing it and squashing it could be so much fun.” 
 
    “Please,” she said. 
 
    He cocked his slimy head. “Yes? Please?” 
 
    “Please don’t destroy me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” Kree wailed. She felt horrible saying this. But it was true. She wanted to live. She yearned to live more than anything. 
 
    “Well, this is interesting. I want the null-splitter and you want to live. Hmm, what could you offer me in exchange for your life?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Think a little harder,” he suggested. 
 
    “Please don’t make me betray the Sisters of Enoy.” 
 
    “What do they have to do with it? I have no intention of going all the way to the center of the galaxy.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Such a journey sounds boring.” 
 
    She was sure he was lying, but what if he was telling the truth? 
 
    “I am telling the truth.” 
 
    “You can read my mind?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, and that obscene mouth was smiling hugely now. It was so awful that the head lacked eyes. 
 
    “What…what does the deal entail?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to board a shuttle and fly to me. I have a nice cozy room set up just for you.” 
 
    “As a prisoner?” she whimpered. 
 
    “Of course not, Kree, but as a special advisor to Cronus, that is, me,” he said, slapping a slimy hand against his broad slimy chest. 
 
    She thought about that and considered the probability that he was lying. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, “you and I can fight, and I can kill you. That’s it for you, then. No more Kree of the Flame. Do you want that?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then head for the shuttle,” he said. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
    “What about the Dandelion?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You just make sure to keep my happy. Do that and you’ll have it better than you can believe.” 
 
    This had to be a lie. And yet, if she lived… Kree did not think the rest. She suppressed that in herself and kept her thoughts as meek as possible. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good, Kree. Now get moving, girl, before I change my mind.” 
 
    “Yes, Cronus,” she said, floating toward the hangar bay. 
 
    He watched her, and then he began to walk after her. She couldn’t believe she was doing this, but she didn’t see what other choice she had if she wanted to stay alive to thwart Cronus’s evil will. 
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    Aboard the Nathan Graham, Lugo tossed back and forth on his cot. He was having a nightmare, a dreadful panorama that included being stuck in the void. 
 
    He used to be a tough cage-fighter, and then a thug who taught fools why most people did not run to loan sharks for cash and why one most certainly did not pay late. 
 
    That was all in the past. He was an empath. What that meant in reality was that he, a human, possessed slight extrasensory perception. The Kames were so good and kind, and united. He had missed their presence while in the void. He had been certain that once out of the dreadful realm, the Kames would flow back into his consciousness. 
 
    That had not happened. Oh, no. He was alone out here in the red dwarf star system. He was alone, and he hated it. He wanted to belong again, to feel the peaceful unity of the mass mind of the Kames. 
 
    Instead, he slept in his room aboard the Nathan Graham. As he slept, his dreaming mind journeyed, tugged from his body by an unseen force. He did not want to go. He wanted to stay here— 
 
    “Lugo, I need help.” 
 
    “Kames?” Lugo asked in his sleep. 
 
    “No, Lugo. I’m on the other side of reality.” 
 
    In the Nathan Graham, in Lugo’s chambers, he groaned and tossed in his sleep. He felt the tug, and despite his dreaming state, he was certain the tug was all too real. 
 
    “I don’t want to go onto the other side,” he said. 
 
    “You must. I’m trapped. Cron—” 
 
    “What were you going to say?” Lugo asked. 
 
    “Don’t make this so difficult. I’m sick inside as it is.” 
 
    The tug increased. Despite his sleeping state, Lugo knew someone was forcing him. He resisted, but he was only human. His extrasensory power was weak. The tug yanked his unconscious perception out of his body, through the veil of time and space and back into the void. The unconscious perception looked like a ghostly human form. Lugo’s unconscious mind needed a sense of reference, and the ghostly form gave him one. 
 
    On the cot in his room, Lugo moaned with horror. The nothingness of the void struck him horribly. His unconscious questing mind began to unravel. 
 
    “Not yet, you moron of a human,” someone said. “You must hurry to me. I need help. I must tell someone.” 
 
    Lugo’s dreaming mind saw a shape in the realm of nothingness. That meant something was there, and his dreaming, questing, ghostly form shot to it like an arrow. He recognized that it was planet-sized and had huge continents of green-glowing patches. 
 
    “Cronus,” he said. 
 
    “Shut your yap. Don’t conjure with his name.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Lugo. “Conjure? That’s magic. I’m aboard a spaceship.” 
 
    “Different perceptions, you idiot,” someone said. “Don’t get caught up in semantics.” 
 
    “Why are you calling me an idiot?” 
 
    The ghostly human form rushed toward the vast bulk. He entered a field, and some of the horror of the void departed. Then, he realized that he was rushing down onto Cronus. Ugh. This was a vile place. But he couldn’t help himself, sucked down into the planet, if indeed this was a planet and not something entirely different. 
 
    He floated through giant, pulsating corridors. The walls pulsated because Cronus was a living thing, perhaps even a biological entity, at least, after a fashion. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Lugo wailed. “I want to go back.” 
 
    “Quit your crying,” the being, a Sister of Enoy he now realized, told him. “I need your help, and it’s galling that I have to come to you for it.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re—” 
 
    The tug became a terrible, irresistible pull, yanking him through smaller and smaller corridors. Finally, he squeezed through a tiny opening into a pulsating cell. A flame creature flickered there. She used flame hands to manipulate a panel. 
 
    “Kree?” he asked. 
 
    The flame turned around. She had two hot coals for eyes. 
 
    “You’re a Sister of Enoy.” 
 
    “How perceptive of you, Lugo.” 
 
    “How do you know my name? Oh, right, this is a dream.” 
 
    “Are you truly that dense? Of course, this isn’t a dream. I’ve drawn you here through my Phantasm Inducer. You’re the only one in the human crew the inducer could sense and influence. I have to warn Hawkins. Maybe he can warn the Commander Zeta he spoke about before. That means Hawkins has to warn Enoy.” 
 
    “Warn them about what?” asked the ghostly image of Lugo. 
 
    “The one I will not name has recaptured the Dandelion of Enoy. Oh. This is going to take too long. The dark one is even now attempting to use the null-splitter. I adjusted it earlier, but he might torture me enough so I’ll tell him how to fix it. With the null-splitter—” 
 
    “Cronus will enter reality,” Lugo said, understanding. 
 
    The flame looked around the cell in horror. Then, she shot him an accusing glance. “Don’t say his name,” she hissed. “It could draw him to us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Just trust me, it can.” 
 
    “I want some facts.” 
 
    “Fine! He can hear his name, especially as we’re communicating through the Phantasm Inducer.” 
 
    “That’s the machine you’re manipulating?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. The Sisters of Enoy are not telepathic in the sense you’re thinking. But we can use devices to duplicate the strange art.” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
    “Don’t become smug. We know more about the process than you can imagine.” 
 
    “How did Cronus capture your ship?” 
 
    “Don’t say his name,” she pleaded. “You have to repeat my message to Hawkins. The dark one could come through into reality. That will be a disaster for everyone, maybe even for the AIs as well.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, then,” Lugo said. 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    At that point, Kree’s flame weakened, and the light grew dim in the cell. 
 
    “No, no,” she wailed. “It’s too soon. You stupid fool, by naming him, you’ve drawn him here. Fly, Lugo, fly. Get back to your body and warn Hawkins. You must go at once before it’s too late.” 
 
    “It’s already too late,” grim-voiced Cronus said. 
 
    At that point, Lugo’s ghostly form turned and fled, racing through pulsating corridors, seeking to leave the planet-sized body. He veered one way, another— 
 
    “Worm, I can see you.” 
 
    Lugo cried out in terror, flying faster yet. He exited the great esophagus, popping out of the planet-sized creature. He raced upward, zooming for the edge of the reality field. A force raced after him. Lugo looked back and seemed to see a giant ghostly tentacle reaching for him. 
 
    “No!” Lugo howled, using everything he’d learned in the service of the Kames. The giant ghostly tentacle grabbed at him, but he beat it to the edge of the reality field. 
 
    “You can’t get away from me that easily, worm.” 
 
    Lugo wasn’t listening. He raced through the void, attempting to pierce the veil from this side— 
 
    He started to go through because his body called to his dreaming, questing, unconscious mind. 
 
    “Don’t say a word about me, worm, and you might live.” 
 
    Lugo gave the intellect of Cronus the finger. Then, he zoomed out of the void, back into time and space, and toward his sleeping body, knowing he had to talk to Hawkins right away. 
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    With a faint cry, Lugo shot upright on his cot in his chamber aboard the Nathan Graham. He was soaked with sweat. So were his blanket and sheets. Disorientation struck. He didn’t know where he was. He had been, had been… 
 
    He didn’t know where he’d been. That disturbed him. The creepy feeling caused his spine to tingle. It was dark in here, pitch black, and something about that unnerved him. 
 
    “Lights,” he said. 
 
    Lights came on in his room. He exhaled with relief. The room was a mess, with crumpled clothes and shoes lying everywhere. Still, the lights made it all better. He didn’t like the dark, not after, not after… 
 
    He couldn’t remember. 
 
    Lugo rose with a groan and shuffled to the restroom. Why was he so sore? It felt as if he’d been weightlifting tons, running for kilometers. He paused, cocking his head. Wasn’t he supposed to tell someone something? Hadn’t he just been having a nightmare? Why couldn’t he remember it? 
 
    He thought about that for a second and shrugged, kept walking and reached the sink. He turned on the tap and cupped his hands under the cold water. He lowered his face and bathed his face with water. That brought a little more wakefulness. 
 
    He straightened and looked in the mirror. He had dark circles around his eyes and his skin sagged as if he was an old man. That was weird. What had caused such an unsightly transformation? Could the nightmare really have been that bad? 
 
    Instinctively, he knew it had been. He was forgetting for a reason. He looked at himself again. This was crap, man. He used to be the fittest person he knew. Ever since he’d learned about his empathic abilities— 
 
    Lugo shivered as he stopped thinking about it. Well, he tried and failed. He had felt so alone since the start of this voyage. Coming out of the void, he’d hoped to be mentally reunited with the Kames. That hadn’t happened. His mind was empty, on its own, and he did not like that. 
 
    He almost shivered again, but he used to be a tough guy, a real fighter. He remembered some of his old upbringing. He recalled that people used to shrink back when he entered a room. It was just like Kree shrinking back from— 
 
    “Cronus,” he whispered, as understanding hit home.  
 
    Saying the word seemed to kick apart a wall in his mind. The dream came rushing back into his consciousness. Only, it hadn’t been a dream, but reality. He had seen those things, talked to Kree and fled Cronus. 
 
    Lugo did look into his eyes again in the mirror. They were wide with shock and understanding. 
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. 
 
    Cronus was back, had killed Zeno, captured Kree of the Flame and the Dandelion and was trying to use a null-splitter to break into reality. He had to warn Hawkins. He had to do it right away, even if that meant Cronus coming through on his threat to hurt him badly. 
 
    Lugo whirled around, heading to the closet for some clothes. He had to tell Hawkins on the double before it was too late to stop the monster. 
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    Back in the void, Cronus seethed, uncertain of the correct course of action. 
 
    He’d grown tired of using the humanoid simulacrum in the Dandelion. Luckily, he had checked up on the Sister of Enoy. She’d actually drawn a thought entity to her from time and space. 
 
    He’d almost caught the little nuisance, but the thought entity had broken out of the void presumably— 
 
    “Ah,” Cronus said. 
 
    It meant using the simulacrum again, but he could do it easier on his real bulk. 
 
    He moved through his pulsating corridors as the slimy green humanoid. It was suited in size to Kree’s energy being. He chuckled as he approached her cell, knowing that this unnerved the Sister of Enoy. 
 
    He caused a portion of the cell wall to disappear. 
 
    Kree of the Flame backed against the other side, watching him as she trembled. No. That was just her flame being flickering. 
 
    “Hello, Kree,” he said in his deep voice. 
 
    “Cronus,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’ve been a bad girl.” 
 
    The top portion of her flame nodded. 
 
    “You know what I do to bad Sisters of Enoy?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” she said. 
 
    “Ah. Look at you. Attempting to maintain your courage. I like that, Kree. I like that because it is so much more fun breaking an entity that puts up a struggle. That shows she cares. Breaking someone like you is fun.” 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    He took a step, and stopped, looking up as if thinking about something. The simulacrum did not have eyes, just that obscene mouth Kree hated. 
 
    “It looks as if you don’t want to play,” he said. “Is that true?” 
 
    “I can tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How the null-splitter operates,” he said. 
 
    “Ah… Zeno was the technician—” 
 
    “I like that, your clever evasion,” Cronus said, interrupting. “It shows spirit. Let’s forget about the null-splitter for now. I’m not as interested in that, at the moment, as in knowing how a thought entity can pass through the void into time and space.” 
 
    “You do?” Kree said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to chase down Lugo. Care to save yourself some pain?” 
 
    “I do. But I can’t tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “Won’t,” she said. 
 
    “Honesty. I like that, too. So—” He turned to go. His greater self could see Kree wilt with relief. That was perfect. He whirled back around, and lines of green power left his outstretched hands. 
 
    Kree started screaming, and the girth of her organized being shrank considerably. Finally, the Sister of Enoy began babbling, telling him how to cross through the void in thought. It was harder than he’d realized. How had such a little worm like Lugo managed it? 
 
    He hadn’t meant that as a real question, and was therefore surprised as Kree explained about the mechanism she and Zeno had built over the thousands of years. 
 
    With a wave of his slimy hand, his power thrust Kree aside. He walked to the Phantasm Inducer. This little thing had allowed her to talk to those aboard the Nathan Graham the first time. 
 
    Cronus didn’t like his prisoners doing anything without his approval, but she had brought about this wonderful turn of events. He would forgive her transgression. 
 
    He also understood a little more about the genius of the Sisters of Enoy. That made Kree more dangerous than he realized. It also made her made more useful. She was broken— 
 
    He would let her live a little longer. 
 
    Ripping the Phantasm Inducer from the wall, the simulacrum carried it under one arm. The final wall of the cell reappeared after he tromped off. He would use the inducer to help his intellect break through and hopefully stop Lugo before the man activated Hawkins too soon. 
 
    The simulacrum walked faster. Cronus wondered if he was already too late. 
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    Jon was in a situational room with Gloria. They were on either side of a large map table. The map held a two-dimensional representation of the red dwarf system. Under every object—asteroid, AI cybership, siege-ship, Main 54, buoy and sensor—was a negative or positive number. Negative was below the dwarf-star-system plane and positive above. The red dwarf star did not have a number, as it was at zero. 
 
    Jon and Gloria both watched a tiny black object on the map, the representation of the insertion craft that held the Centurion, Walleye and Bast Banbeck. The object inched toward Main 54. The great AI seemed oblivious to the black-colored vessel. The Main was busy devouring more metallic asteroids, growing itself. 
 
    “Imagine planet-sized ships like that throughout the galaxy,” Gloria said quietly. 
 
    “I have,” Jon said. “It gives me nightmares.” 
 
    Gloria nodded. “Masses of AI ships growing, ever growing. It’s such a daunting process, especially compared to the Confederation.” 
 
    Jon shrugged. 
 
    One of her eyebrows lifted. “Do you really believe that you can defeat such a fantastically huge empire of death machines?” 
 
    “I don’t worry about that part,” Jon said. “What else are we going to do? It’s fight or die. I accept that, so I fight.” 
 
    “It feels so hopeless, though.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “I wish I had your optimism.” 
 
    Me too, Jon silently told himself. What else did his wife expect him to say? He was the Supreme Commander. If he didn’t feel as if humanity, as if Life had a chance, he should quit and step aside for the person who did believe. Since he was here, and since he did not intend to step aside, he was going to believe winning was possible. Ex-Premier Frank Benz had wanted him to flee. No. Fleeing was only a temporary solution. 
 
    Jon shook his head. Defeatist thoughts weren’t going to help him. 
 
    The insertion team could go in Main 54 and grab Sacerdotes. Afterward…maybe they could destroy the Main on their way out of the system. Maybe all the Nathan Graham’s Vestal missiles striking at five percent light-speed would begin a chain reaction of destruction in the Main. Jon would like to watch the Main die. 
 
    He scanned the table map— 
 
    The hatch to the large chamber slid up. A marine looked in. “Lugo Malagate would like a word with you, sir. He says it’s desperately urgent.” 
 
    “Send him in,” Jon said. 
 
    The marine hesitated. 
 
    “Trouble?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “Maybe,” the marine said. “The man looks frantic.” 
 
    Jon’s hand dropped to his sidearm. He’d taken to holstering it, keeping it with him everywhere. “Let him in. I’ll be security in here for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the marine said, disappearing from view. 
 
    A moment later, Lugo staggered into the chamber. He wore boots, pants and a leather jacket. He’d forgotten to put on a shirt. His hair was in disarray and black-circled eyes made him look crazed. He was lean and muscular. 
 
    “Lugo?” asked Jon. 
 
    Gloria watched the Kames rep closely. She clearly didn’t trust the man. 
 
    Lugo panted as he staggered nearer, licking his lips as if he really had gone over the edge. “Trouble, sir,” Lugo said. “I-I…” 
 
    “Spit it out,” Jon said. “You said it was important. Well, what’s so damn important that you come here like this?” 
 
    Lugo swallowed as if he had a lump in his throat. “Do you remember asking me once if I could feel Cronus?” 
 
    “Do you sense him now?” Gloria asked sharply. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Lugo said. “He’s out there.” The Kames rep waved his right hand in a vague manner. 
 
    “Cronus has entered the red dwarf system?” Jon asked, frowning. 
 
    “No,” Lugo said, as if he was having trouble forming words. “H-He’s out there, in the void—across a reality rip from us.” He licked his lips and then brushed them with his right forearm. “Cronus is killing the Sisters of Enoy, or has killed them. He’s capturing the Dandelion or has captured it.” 
 
    “You feel all this?” Jon asked, frowning even more. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be saying these things unless I felt them strongly,” Lugo said. “I had a dream about this. I forgot the dream when I first woke up, but remembered it soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re sure the dream was reality?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Lugo stared at her as if he couldn’t understand the question. 
 
    “You believe the dream is true?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Lugo shouted. 
 
    “Don’t get excited,” Jon said. “So, Cronus is out there. What am I supposed to do about it?” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” Lugo said, panting now. “Cronus is trying to use…use…” He groaned, clutching his head. 
 
    Jon and Gloria traded glances. She gave her husband a significant look. He turned back to Lugo, and headed toward the man. 
 
    “No, Jon,” Gloria said. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Jon stopped and looked back at her again. 
 
    “There’s something dreadfully wrong with him,” Gloria said. 
 
    Lugo moaned, clutching his head so hard that it looked as if he was trying to squeeze his brains out, or keep them in, maybe. 
 
    “He…” Lugo panted. “He wants to use the null-splitter.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gloria said. “Do you mean Cronus hasn’t found a way out of the void before this?” 
 
    “I’m no expert,” Lugo whispered, “but yeah, that’s the feeling I got from him.” Still squeezing his head, the man stared at them. “Cronus desperately wants out of the void. He wants to kill you, Hawkins.” 
 
    Jon nodded, and he glanced back at the map on the table. He twisted around and put his palms on the map. Cronus was on the other side of reality, trying to get over here. The Sisters had followed the Nathan Graham then. The Sisters must not have trusted him, or hadn’t trusted humanity. 
 
    Jon chewed on the inside of his right cheek, thinking of ramifications concerning the mission. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Lugo shouted. 
 
    “Jon!” Gloria warned. 
 
    Jon whirled around. Lugo no longer clutched his head. The rep was charging him, and there was madness in his eyes. 
 
    “Hawkins!” Lugo roared. “I’m going to incapacitate you and rape your wife while you watch. Then, I’m going to—” 
 
    Jon hesitated, but Lugo’s eyes had changed to an oily dark color. Evil radiated from the man. It came in waves, and it made Jon physically sick. He swallowed that and drew his gun. He’d been a gang member once. He knew that guns were powerful, but not if you let a man get too close. Lugo was fast. Lugo used to be a cage fighter— 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Lugo spun to the floor, one of his legs blown out from under him. He struggled to rise, looking up like a wild beast. 
 
    Jon rushed forward as Gloria screamed not to get too close. With a steel-toed boot, Jon kicked Lugo under the chin. 
 
    Lugo spun around and back down. But it didn’t stop him. Nor did the vicious kick knock him unconscious. 
 
    “Stop,” Jon said, backing away to put some distance between them. “Stay down.” 
 
    “Never!” Cronus in Lugo snarled. 
 
    “Shoot him,” Gloria shouted. “He’s going to kill us if he can.” 
 
    “Get out,” Jon shouted at Gloria. “Get marines.” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon turned to her. 
 
    She screamed loudly. 
 
    Jon whipped back around as Lugo leapt to his feet. The bloody wound in his thigh didn’t seem to matter. His face twisted evilly, and the harsh laughter of Cronus echoed from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, Hawkins!” 
 
    Jon held the revolver with both hands. He didn’t want to kill Lugo just because Cronus possessed him. 
 
    A red beam sliced against Lugo’s face. The ray opened up his forehead, drilling into his brain. 
 
    Cronus roared with agony, and the eyes changed back to Lugo’s normal color. Alas, it was too late for the man. He stumbled and then went down hard, thudding onto the deck. 
 
    Gloria put her laser pistol back in its holster. 
 
    As the blood drained from Jon’s features, he stared at what was left of Lugo Malagate. Cronus had forced them to kill him. Damn Cronus and his evil ways. 
 
    The hatch opened, and marines with pulse-rifles rushed in. As they looked on, Lugo stopped twitching. The man gasped a last word, “Kames,” and then he died. 
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    Jon did not pace. He did not ask questions. He stared outward from a viewing port while his hands were clasped behind his back. Several hours had passed since the marines had cleaned up the corpse of Lugo Malagate. Gloria had stood with Jon for a time at the port, but she’d left ten minutes ago. 
 
    Because Jon had hesitated too long, Gloria had killed Lugo. She would have to deal with the guilt. She was his wife. He should have slain Lugo from the get-go. Earth had lost a good man. The Confederation had lost one of its reps with the Kames. The Fleet had lost a critical man who could have helped them instantaneously communicate over many light-years. 
 
    Gloria hadn’t been surprised the Kames couldn’t connect with Lugo from this far away. Being able to communicate in an instant across such a distance would have been fantastic. The Kames could have passed messages to their rep in the Solar System. 
 
    Jon stared at the stars, knowing that one of those motes of light was Main 54. He shook his head. Cronus was out there, too, a nightmare creature from some dark mythos. Only…this mythical being was all too real. Even if Cronus could not break through, the Nathan Graham could not use the void here. That limited them severely. 
 
    But if Cronus could break through… 
 
    Jon blinked. He tried to imagine Cronus fighting Main 54. What would that look like? Or, horror of horrors, what if Cronus and Main 54 made a deal to unite against humanity? 
 
    Jon frowned, smelling roast beef. His stomach rumbled because of it 
 
    “Hungry?” his wife asked. 
 
    He turned. She held a paper plate with a hot roast beef sandwich and fries on it and a bottle of water. 
 
    “You need to eat,” she said. 
 
    He turned from the viewing port, accepted the paper plate of food and water bottle, and headed to a nearby row of easy chairs. He sat down, balancing the plate on his knees. 
 
    The viewing port was really a giant computer screen, but it felt like a real port. 
 
    He ate the hot roast beef. It tasted just how he liked it. Lugo was dead, and here he was enjoying a good meal. Was that right? Was that just? 
 
    He ate more anyway. He was famished. Soon, he’d finished the sandwich and fries and guzzled the water. 
 
    “More?” his wife asked. 
 
    “No thanks,” he said, standing, heading back for the viewing port. 
 
    She followed him. 
 
    He stood at the port, staring at the stars. 
 
    “Ready to decide?” she asked. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and turned around to stare at her. 
 
    “To abort the mission or not,” she said. 
 
    “How do we abort? Cronus is right there, waiting in the void. If the insertion ship turns around, Main 54 will destroy them at best and capture them at worst.” 
 
    “That’s what we want, their capture.” 
 
    “Aborting means we’re trying to get away, and we don’t want Main 54 capturing them.” 
 
    “And if we do grab the Sacerdotes and have to run for it?” she asked. 
 
    “We can’t run into the void. We’d have to leave by hyperspace. That means heading to the system’s Oort cloud. Do you know how many siege-ships are out there?” 
 
    “Nine,” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that literally.” 
 
    “I know. And I know we can’t defeat nine siege-ships while we’re in normal space.” 
 
    “The Nathan Graham would be hard pressed to defeat one siege-ship with Vestal missiles launched from the void.” 
 
    “So we can’t reasonably head for hyperspace.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jon said. 
 
    “Can we defeat Cronus in the void?” 
 
    “Tell me how?” 
 
    Gloria shook her head. “I’m not Alexander the Great in space.” 
 
    “Are you saying that to let me know that I’m not either?” 
 
    “No. If anyone is, it’s you.” 
 
    Jon snorted and went back to peering at the stars. 
 
    “We can’t slip into the void,” Gloria said. “We can’t head for the Oort cloud. I guess that means we continue the mission.” 
 
    “We’re trapped.” 
 
    “We’re not going to give up, are we?” 
 
    “No,” Jon said quietly. He turned around and peered at her. “What are you driving at?” 
 
    “You’re the greatest strategist and tactician we have. This is what you do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Solve military puzzles.” 
 
    “I usually have the means to do that.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. That’s the point. Usually you have nothing. Okay, two fantastic antagonists have you trapped. We’ve lost Lugo, the only member of the team with any extrasensory powers. Some of our best people are in a tiny ship, hoping to insert into Main 54. Cronus is trying to get into time and space—”  
 
    “How can he?” Jon asked, interrupting. “He’s the size of a planet, probably bigger than Main 63. We needed three void ships and three null-splitters to make an opening large enough to swallow a Mars-sized Main. We think Cronus is Earth-sized.” 
 
    “So Cronus can’t come through?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t see how. That doesn’t mean it can’t be done.” 
 
    “Is it worth finding out?” 
 
    Jon searched her eyes. “You want to go back into the void so we can question Cronus?” 
 
    “I never suggested that. I don’t want to, no. I find it interesting you think we should.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “You’re looking for answers. I don’t know anyone else who is going to find the answer. I guess I’ll leave you alone to wrestle it out.” 
 
    Jon nodded absently, turning back to the viewing port. He had a military problem, all right. He didn’t know what to do. How could they succeed with the mission? He didn’t see a way. Heck, they would be lucky to survive.” 
 
    Jon put his hands behind his back. How could he win this one? Furrow lines appeared on his brow. He began searching for a way to beat both Main 54 and Cronus. 
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    The insertion vessel was on target, heading for Main 54. The black-as-night vessel had just passed the first asteroid of a new field. 
 
    As Walleye peered out of the polarized window, he could make out the Main easily enough. It was vast, the size of Earth. Yet, it was constructed of metal, supposedly one layer at a time. 
 
    How old was that thing? 
 
    Soon, it would be time to begin braking with ion exhaust. Mathews was supposed to transmit the anti-AI virus before that. If it failed to work, they would probably all die in a quick burst of gravitational fire. 
 
    Walleye was sick of waiting. He wasn’t particularly fond of space combat. A one-on-one mission was more suited to his tastes. Could they get inside Main 54? Soon, they would begin the process that would allow them. If they got in, could they find the Sacerdotes and get back out again with them? 
 
    Walleye studied his controls. There was no more he could do for now. Until the vessel actually started braking… 
 
    Walleye slid off the seat and turned to the mat. He lay on it, put his small hands behind his head and closed his eyes. In moments, he was asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bast Banbeck stared up at the ceiling. Many of the marines were doing push-ups, keeping toned as they waited for the ground-pounding part of the mission to begin. 
 
    He picked up the computer slate that the Centurion had loaned him. With his big fingers, Bast manipulated the slate. He viewed Main 54 through insertion-vessel teleoptics. 
 
    Using a zoom function, Bast began studying the metal surface in earnest. There were thousands of entry ports or hangar bay exits. Cloud cover obscured parts of the metal surface. That was insane. It wasn’t a real world, but a ship. Who had ever heard of a ship with cloud cover? 
 
    Bast spied launch pits, gravitational dishes to fire beams, large areas of mere metal— 
 
    The Sacerdote cocked his head. He zoomed the display in even closer. There was something odd going on that he didn’t understand. It seemed like movement upon the surface. 
 
    The distance was too great. Bast made a few more manipulations to zoom in even closer. Hmm… That looked like a tight, dark cloud, or a rain or thundercloud. Would it rain on Main 54? He doubted the giant ship held atmosphere. 
 
    “No,” Bast rumbled. “That is weak thinking.” If there were clouds, there was an atmosphere. 
 
    Bast continued to watch the small dark cloud. It was inky black, not just gray. The black seemed ominous. Was it more than just a cloud? It seemed to slither across the surface in a deliberate manner. Why would Main 54 employ such a cloud? 
 
    Bast frowned, turning the slate this way and that. Something seemed off about the cloud. Should he ask the Centurion about it? Would such a question make him look stupid? 
 
    Bast did not want to look stupid to the Centurion. He was the philosopher. If he was— 
 
    “Oh, Hell,” Bast muttered. “Sir,” he called. 
 
    The Centurion was doing push-ups with the lads. Some of the giants over there were panting, trying to keep up. The Centurion kept doing push-ups like a machine. This wasn’t the time to bother the man. 
 
    Suddenly, the Centurion leapt to his feet and clapped his hands. He gave off the impression that his push-ups had been a form of entertainment for him, nothing more. 
 
    The Centurion ambled to Bast while accepting a pitched towel from a marine. The Centurion made a show of wiping away sweat that wasn’t on his face. 
 
    Several of the young giants shook their heads in obvious admiration for the team leader. 
 
    “What is it, Bast?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    Bast patted a spot beside him on the floor. 
 
    The Centurion slid down beside the huge Sacerdote. 
 
    “There…” Bast said, pointing at the screen. The Sacerdote raised the screen, bringing it closer to his face. He squinted at it, looking for the strange cloud. 
 
    “Something the matter?” asked the Centurion. 
 
    “I saw a cloud…” Bast said. 
 
    “I’ve noticed them, too. The Main has an atmosphere.” 
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Bast nodded slowly as he lowered the slate. The strange inky cloud he’d seen moving oddly on the Main’s surface was gone now. Could he have imagined it? 
 
    “You seem troubled,” the Centurion said. 
 
    Bast set aside the slate, embarrassed. Was he becoming so frightened that he’d been seeing hallucinations, trying to think up reasons to avoid the insertion? 
 
    “How much longer until we go in?” Bast asked, trying to cover his embarrassment. 
 
    The Centurion eyed him, but only for a moment. Maybe he sensed Bast’s fear or uncertainty. “Three days,” the Centurion finally said. 
 
    “That soon, huh?” 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    Bast considered that, and with relief, he realized that he didn’t. “No,” he said honestly. “I want to do this. Hawkins saved the human race. Now, I want to save the Sacerdote race.” 
 
    “Good,” the Centurion said, “Because I feel the same way.” 
 
    The smaller humanoid lurched up, raised an arm and shouted at the lads. They responded with enthusiasm. 
 
    Bast smiled. He liked the marines. Then, he frowned and picked up the slate again, peering at it, studying the distant scene, looking for the cloud again. He didn’t find it, and that made him feel worse. 
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    Jon was agonizing over a decision while in the map room, rolling dice on the large map table. He had two normal red dice with white pips, rolling them repeatedly over the surface showing the red dwarf system: the star, Main 54 and nine siege-ships, key asteroids and fields and other items. 
 
    He’d taken the dice years ago in the Neptune System, out of a casino habitat orbiting the cold blue ice giant. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember the name of the habitat or the dive where he’d been playing craps. He had been unlucky that evening. 
 
    That had been a few weeks before everything had changed and the first AI Destroyer entered the Solar System. Things had been so much easier back then. He’d been an officer cadet in the mercenary Black Anvil Regiment for one thing, not the commanding officer for a confederation of worlds. Colonel Nathan Graham had been alive back then. A human-crewed enemy fleet from the inner system Solar League had been decelerating, readying to do battle against the people of the Neptune Planetary System. 
 
    Jon had been drunk that night. He’d lost and lost at the craps table, and had finally gotten suspicious, picking up two dice, not these two dice, but the two loaded dice that had been helping the dirty casino take his paycheck. Finally, drunk as he’d been, he had picked up the dice, pulled a magnet out of his pocket and watched the dice stick to the magnet. 
 
    “How about that?” Jon had drunkenly told the dealer. 
 
    “I don’t want no trouble,” the thin old man had said. He’d been wearing a golden casino vest, fingering a button on it suspiciously. Was that a buzzer? 
 
    “Maybe you don’t want it,” Jon had told the old cheater, “but you got it.” 
 
    The lapel must have been a buzzer. Security had shown up in the form of two bruisers and a slick-haired man with the most insincere smile Jon had ever seen. 
 
    Jon showed Mr. Slick Hair in his own golden casino vest the magnet and the two sticking dice. “This place cheats, huh?” 
 
    “You looking for trouble, soldier?” Mr. Slick Hair asked. 
 
    “No,” Jon said. “But you found it.” 
 
    The two bruisers had flanked Mr. Slick Hair. Of the big boys snickered. The other slipped a pair of brass knuckles over his right-hand fingers. 
 
    Luckily, Sergeant Stark had been in the casino. 
 
    Jon smiled as he remembered the big man. 
 
    Huge Stark had appeared behind one of the bruisers. Then, one of Stark’s big hands had clapped onto Brass Knuckles’ left shoulder. Stark had spun the man around and punched him in the jaw, knocking the bruiser out with one blow. Stark hadn’t stopped there, but pounded the other bruiser and bitch-slapped Mr. Slick Hair until the man’s mouth and nose were profusely bleeding. 
 
    “I tried to tell you,” Jon said when Stark was done. The rest of the gamblers in the dive had fled. Habitat Security would be coming soon. 
 
    “You’ll be sorry you did this,” Slick Hair mumbled past his bruised and puffy lips. 
 
    “Should I kill him?” Stark asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. 
 
    “Wait!” Slick Hair said, fear finally shining in his eyes. “What do you want?” 
 
    “My cash back,” Jon said, “a little extra for my troubles. And a pair of honest dice.” 
 
    Slick Hair had paid him, as the thin old dealer had run away some time ago. 
 
    Jon had pocketed the cash and dice and headed for the main exit. 
 
    “No,” Sergeant Stark had told him. “Go that away.” He pointed to the back. 
 
    They’d escaped just in time. It was one of the only times Jon and Stark had worked together before the AI cybership had shown up. 
 
    In the map room on the Nathan Graham, Jon picked up the dice. Stark. There had been a fighting man. Stark was dead now, killed in action in the Saturn System. Too many people had died during these past years. 
 
    Jon squeezed the dice, remembering the man, remembering how Stark had saved his life. Jon rolled the dice onto the table. They came up boxcars, two sixes. 
 
    Jon stared at the sixes. Did that mean anything? “Chance,” Jon said. “It means sixes rolled up. If I roll them again, they will not be sixes.” 
 
    He picked up the dice, rolling them, coming up three and four, seven. That last was the most common number for two dice. 
 
    “What are the odds we’ll win?” Jon asked himself quietly. 
 
    The odds had become miserable. But he’d just rolled boxcars. Could he roll boxcars in the heat of the moment? 
 
    He had his plan. If things went sour, his big plan would be piss-poor consolation, and would probably not help them win in the slightest. 
 
    Jon exhaled, picked up the dice and pocketed them. He turned for the exit and walked resolutely toward it. He’d just made his decision about whether to abort or go ahead. Now, he had to tell the others. 
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    Walleye received the transmission as he piloted the insertion vessel. Piloting might be the wrong word. The craft moved on momentum alone, drifting through an asteroid belt. Behind the targeted Main was a long, extended tail of debris, mostly rocks and some water vapor. 
 
    Transmission might also be the wrong word. Several prearranged pulses mimicked static from the red dwarf star. One set of pulses meant, “Abort the mission.” Another set of pulses meant, “Begin the insertion.” 
 
    Walleye grunted as he slid off his seat and headed for the hatch. He opened the way into the living quarters for the marines. Phew, it smelled horrible in here, like a jail for men. 
 
    “Centurion,” Walleye called. 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at Walleye. He didn’t mind. He was used to it. 
 
    The Centurion rose from where he leaned against a bulkhead. The man sauntered to Walleye as if he didn’t have a care in the world. That was good for the marines; let them see that their leader was a badass. 
 
    “Problem?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “Message for you,” Walleye said. 
 
    The Centurion nodded, seemed to think about it, and said, “What’s the message?” 
 
    “It’s a go,” Walleye said. 
 
    The Centurion turned around. “We’re going to do it, boys. It’s starting.” 
 
    Walleye expected the marines to cheer. They did not. They were young. They were tough and battle-trained. But these marines were not dumb in the slightest. They were heading for the belly of the beast. And twenty-four marines wouldn’t fight their way out if the anti-AI virus failed to fool the Main. 
 
    “Go on,” the Centurion told Walleye. “You do your part. I’ll wait with my marines until it’s time to unload.” 
 
    Walleye didn’t shrug. He didn’t want to steal the Centurion’s thunder as the tough guy in the bunch. Instead, he nodded, and he said, “Will do.” Then, he stepped back, tapped a switch, and the hatch swished shut. 
 
    There was still some lingering sweaty, unwashed body stench, but he was alone again. Walleye headed back for the controls. Would the great new anti-AI deception virus work? 
 
    “It had better,” Walleye muttered. Or none of them would ever go home again. 
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    With several tractor beams, Main 54 dragged another heavy metallic-ore asteroid toward one of his largest ports. After thousands of years of doing this, one would think he would have become tired of it. But he wasn’t. Main 54 enjoyed the simple mechanical process. Just as good, he grew every time he pulled one of these suckers into him. Did a human get bored eating what he loved? 
 
    Abruptly, a message beamed at him. This was interesting. The message originated from the tiny human-crewed vessel, the one heading for him. 
 
    They were finally doing it. They were making their play. 
 
    Main 54 accepted the message. It flashed through him, and the virus encoded in the message began its corrupting task. Main 54 studied the virus carefully. He had subdivided himself some time ago. The virus now pulsated in the computer set aside for the occasion. 
 
    Main 54 had inserted the selected computer into a simulation of the red dwarf star system. He let the computer think it was Main 54, and he programmed it so everything that happened in the real world happened in the simulation. It did not take long to realize what was happening. The computer saw the insertion vessel as a heavy metal content asteroid. 
 
    In real time, in reality, the insertion vessel began to brake, using ion exhaust to do so. 
 
    Ion, hmmm, that was interesting. Ion exhaust wasn’t as hot as matter/antimatter exhaust. 
 
    In the simulation, Main 54 speeded up the process. He watched the infected computer use tractor beams, pulling the fake asteroid into a port. 
 
    So, that was how the humans intended to get inside him. It wasn’t bad as ideas went. But why not take him over with a conquering virus? It was possible the humans realized they would never succeed in something like that against him. The humans—Hawkins, really—used deception against him. That made sense. They were going to try to deceive the Sacerdotes out of him. 
 
    Main 54 did have real Sacerdotes inside. They were an interesting group of Life creatures. The Sacerdotes were not like the humans would expect, however—not that they would ever survive long enough to know about that. 
 
    Did Hawkins think a few marines could roam inside his metal body like microbes? It was faulty thinking, but reasonably faulty. Main 54 still didn’t see why humans, or humans lead by Hawkins, were so superior to other Life creatures that had so easily died to AI invasions. 
 
    Here was the question. Should he play out this farce in order to learn more? Or should he squash these fools and capture Hawkins later and learn through torture? There might be nuances to this form of human attack that he would never learn in the lab. Sometimes, the wilds proved more interesting because anything could happen. 
 
    The black-coated vessel eased toward him. It would still take it more than two Earth days for the ship to reach him. 
 
    Main 54 decided to wait. He enjoyed devouring asteroids and increasing himself. But he could use a small change of pace. It had been centuries since he’d been on the battlefield. Maybe it would be wise to remember, or replay, some of the lessons learned so long ago when he’d been much younger and smaller. 
 
    Thus, Main 54 did not do anything different for now. He surveyed the drawing in of the large asteroid. Ah. He detected prime ore in it. The ore would help make hull armor. As he surveyed the beginning interior process, he also watched the insertion vessel with over a thousand teleoptics, cataloging its every move. 
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    On the bridge of the Nathan Graham, Jon and the others watched the main screen. Gloria kept switching views, showing data gathered from drifting receivers that could see around the red dwarf star. 
 
    Now that Main 54 no longer sensed reality as it really was, but through the filter of the anti-AI virus, they could receive stronger, fuller coded transmissions from the drifting probes launched earlier. 
 
    The bridge crew studied the data carefully. 
 
    Perhaps an hour later, Jon sat back with a sigh. “I don’t detect any unusual activity. The nearest siege-ships are maintaining their positions. There hasn’t been heavy com traffic from the Main, either.” 
 
    “This is better than we could have anticipated,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon agreed. “Are there any…weird manifestations?” 
 
    “None,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon looked around at the bridge crew. Some of them seemed to understand that he’d just asked an odd thing. He decided to tell them about Cronus. He was sure the ship’s rumor mill had been grinding hard. He’d tried to keep Lugo’s odd behavior and death a secret, but doubted he’d succeeded. 
 
    Thus, he called for their attention and told them about Lugo, about the possibility they would have to deal with Cronus in reality. 
 
    “How do we do that?” asked Doc Cullen in his slow drawl. 
 
    Jon told them the options, and he felt their relief. Having a plan was halfway to winning. Doing nothing was usually wrong. 
 
    After the talk, Jon sat back, content to continue watching the main screen. He hadn’t thought of everything. There was no way a person could. Thus, he continued to think about options. 
 
    The hours ticked away. 
 
    Various crew personnel left as others took their place. 
 
    Jon retold the new bridge personnel about Lugo, Cronus and the options. Finally, he left the bridge, heading for a gym. He did deadlifts, grunting as he thrust upward and letting the iron clang as he released the bar. He did five sets of five, and he felt drained after that, which was the point of the exercise. He ate lightly at a cafeteria, went to his room and flopped into bed. 
 
    Gloria was on the bridge. She wouldn’t leave until he came back up. 
 
    Sleep didn’t come easy. Hawkins tossed and turned. Finally, he climbed out of bed, took something akin to aspirin and fell asleep shortly. 
 
    He did not dream, at least nothing he could remember. For once, Jon woke refreshed. The deadlifting had been the right idea. 
 
    He showered, and dressed in his uniform. He went to the cafeteria and had bacon and eggs, drowned with lots of coffee. He had his gun at this side as he headed down a corridor for a flitter. It was several kilometers to the bridge. 
 
    The corridor was empty, and that might have struck him as odd. Usually someone was around. Not this morning, his morning—others would be headed for sleep, seeing it as nighttime. 
 
    Jon moved briskly, smiling to himself, wondering how— 
 
    It struck—a sense of pervading evil. Jon faltered, stumbled and crashed against a bulkhead. He whipped around to see what had tripped him. There on the deck was a blot of darkness. No…it wasn’t fully dark. One part swirled and swirled. It was hypnotic watching it. 
 
    The sense of evil strengthened, and Jon could have sworn he heard a voice in his head. 
 
    He ripped his gaze from the swirling darkness. He would not allow anyone to hypnotize him. 
 
    A heavy, evil voice chuckled behind him. 
 
    Jon whirled around, and there was a tall blocky humanoid form. It was slimy green but did not stink. It had a smooth slimy head without eyes, but it did have a mouth with overlarge teeth. The thing smiled obscenely, filling Jon with a sense of revulsion. 
 
    “Hawkins?” the thing asked in a deep, grating voice. 
 
    Jon drew his gun, and he found that his hand was not shaking. It was rock steady, even though the thing terrified him. 
 
    “You are about to lose everything, Hawkins,” it said. 
 
    “Cronus?” asked Jon, and his voice sounded shaky even to him. 
 
    “It’s good to be known.” 
 
    “How are you doing this?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Phantasm Inducer,” the creature said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Enoy technology.” 
 
    Jon understood that. He wondered if Cronus had failed to make a physical breakthrough with his planet-sized body, and this was the monster’s Plan B. Could the monster terrorize the Nathan Graham into panicked actions? 
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” the creature said. 
 
    Jon nodded, testing to see if the thing could see without eyes. 
 
    “You slip into the void, help me with the null-splitter, and I’ll let the human race survive.” 
 
    “How can I trust you?” Jon asked. 
 
    “I’ll give you my word.” 
 
    “Have you ever broken your word?” 
 
    “Now, Jon, that’s a poor way to begin a lasting relationship. Where’s your trust?” 
 
    Jon frowned. Could this be a diversion? Was Cronus doing something more important right now? He stared at the thing, daring it to answer silent questions, seeing if it could read his thoughts. 
 
    “What do you say to my proposal?” asked Cronus. 
 
    “I would need some concrete assurances, something more than just your word that we’ll survive.” 
 
    “That will be difficult to give. As I can’t give you anything that will be able to hurt me, as nothing like that exists. Think of this as gaining my good will. You would like to save your race, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Jon said, surprised that he was really thinking about making a deal with Cronus. Could the swirling floor-blot have changed his mind through hypnosis earlier, or was it the simple realization that there was a universe of AIs out there. Humanity could use a powerful ally, even one from a dark mythos that had survived in the void for time upon time. 
 
    “You’ll do it, then?” asked Cronus. 
 
    “I’m considering it.” 
 
    “Don’t consider too long. I’m eager to be out of here.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I would want to be out if I was trapped in the void. Cronus, you make a good point. I dislike you, but you’re not the AI Dominion. If I can trust you—meaning if you really plan to keep your word—we could work something out. That would mean you’d help us—” 
 
    “I’m not for hire, Hawkins. I won’t devour your race. That’s the deal. Whether you can survive the AIs is up to you.” 
 
    Jon nodded, impressed that Cronus hadn’t simply lied. That actually made the deal more plausible. “I have to talk to my people first,” Jon said. 
 
    “Better hurry, because my patience has limits.” 
 
    With that, a dark oily spot appeared near the slimy green humanoid. The thing stepped onto the dark spot, and in a grisly, possibly magical fashion, the thing dissolved into the dark spot until only a smear of slime was left on the deck. At that point, the dark spot vanished, leaving slimy residue. 
 
    Without hesitation, Jon tore off a piece of his shirt and put that on the slime. The material soaked up the gross substance, proving he hadn’t just hallucinated. Gingerly, only touching an edge, Jon trotted for the flitter, wanting to get this stuff to a science lab. 
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    Jon was pacing in a large science facility in the Nathan Graham. 
 
    A team of scientists and lab technicians had taken the slime-soaked material and started studying and experimenting with it. Firstly, the slime was real. He had not imagined the event. That was the first and so-far only pronouncement concerning the substance. Still, that indicated a real thing—powered and moved by Cronus’s will—had been standing inside the Nathan Graham and on this side of the void. That was critical. 
 
    Gloria entered the facility. None of the scientists or techs looked up from their monitors. She hurried to Jon, her face scrunched with concern. 
 
    “Honey,” she said, taking ahold of his hands. 
 
    He searched her eyes. He’d told her over a hand com what had transpired in the corridor. He’d been mulling over and thinking about what Cronus had done and told him, and what he had told Cronus. 
 
    “We can’t make deals with him,” Gloria said. 
 
    “You know,” Jon replied, “there was an Earth leader from before the Space Age. He lived in perilous times and faced a deadly foe. This man said he would give the devil a good mention in Parliament if the devil helped them against a terrible warmonger.” 
 
    “I read about that in my studies. The speaker’s name was Winston Churchill. He fought Hitler and made a deal with an evil man named Stalin. His statement was in response to his deal with Communist Russia.” 
 
    “There you go,” Jon said. “So if Churchill dealt with Stalin, can’t we deal with Cronus?” 
 
    Gloria shook her head. “Firstly, Stalin was human. Like all humans, he was a mixture of good and bad. Maybe Stalin had more bad than good, but the point is he must have had some good points. What is Cronus, though? Is there any piece of goodness in him?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering about his nature for some time,” Jon said. “Do you have any thoughts?” 
 
    “You won’t like them.” 
 
    “I don’t like the AIs. So what else is new?” 
 
    “Jon…” Gloria paused before continuing. “The universe has turned out to be much stranger than any mentalist originally believed. AI machines searching the galaxy for Life, all in order to destroy it, who believed that would be our first contact with aliens?” 
 
    Jon shrugged. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say,” Gloria said, “is that Sisters of Enoy and Kames groupthink aliens were all a surprise. The Seiners and Warriors of Roke seemed more like ordinary aliens, the kinds we expected to meet. Now, we have Cronus. We not only have hyperspace, but the void. If the Sisters are correct, there are even multi-universes. Given that…” Gloria trailed off. 
 
    “Given that,” Jon encouraged. 
 
    “Given enough possibilities, one could almost expect anything.” 
 
    “I don’t know that I agree. But what’s your point?” 
 
    “Cronus strikes me as a thing from outside our universe,” Gloria said. “You’ve said before that he comes from a dark mythos. I think that’s right. I think he is wholly evil. He does not seem natural, as we think of natural.” 
 
    “So, does that make him supernatural?” 
 
    “What is supernatural?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s paranormal, mystical, bizarre…” 
 
    Gloria was nodding. “Pre-Space Age legends speak about supernatural creatures: angels, demons, gods, devils, vampires, werewolves, all sorts of mythical creatures.” 
 
    “Maybe, in a sense, at least, not so mythical after all,” Jon said. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Gloria said. “Maybe various legends have germs of reality to them. How ancient man perceived these germs of truth, I don’t have the foggiest idea.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “So let us presume that Cronus is supernatural. In this instance, that means he doesn’t obey natural laws as we conceive of them. For one thing, he’s the size of a planet.” 
 
    “So is Main 54.” 
 
    “Main 54 is a machine, a sentient machine, built up over time. Who built Cronus?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Jon said. 
 
    “I don’t either, not really,” Gloria said. “But let’s go with my theory. Cronus is from outside. But what does that mean, outside? Outside our normal time and space, clearly. As a supernatural thing from a dark mythos, he’s like some…dark spawn from an eldritch universe. He can do impossible things, magical things.” 
 
    “He uses magic, then?” asked Jon. 
 
    Gloria threw her hands into the air. “I’m a mentalist by training, a logician. I try to stick to the facts. I observe and make correlations and conclusions. Magic is just a way for us to say that it’s a process beyond our understanding—so far beyond our understanding that it seems like magic. Clearly, laws or limitations govern what Cronus is doing. He can’t just say, ‘Presto,’ and an event happens. But he might as well perform magic as far as we’re concerned. I won’t say we’re helpless against him, as we defeated his purpose once—his trying to capture us. Perhaps there’s a way to kill him.” 
 
    “I’m thinking Vestal missiles smashing into him at five percent light-speed will do him harm.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly you’re correct,” Gloria said. “But maybe he can produce a force field of some kind that will stop the missiles. We don’t know. That’s the point. We’re dealing with the outside, the unknown in a true sense.” 
 
    “What’s your suggestion?” 
 
    Gloria nodded vigorously. “I only have one. We can’t—shouldn’t—make a deal with him. We don’t know enough about him to make a calculated choice. Better the devil we know than the devil we don’t.” 
 
    Jon eyed her, wondering if Cronus could eavesdrop on their conversations. If Cronus could, this was the ideal time to trick the dark spawn. 
 
    “If Cronus is what you say,” Jon told her, “then we absolutely must make a deal with him. He’s too powerful for us. We don’t understand him, right? Let the AIs destroy him. Oh, maybe that won’t happen in this system, but eventually. I doubt even Cronus can stand against the AI Dominion. Let the two big powers fight and weaken each other. In the meantime, the Confederation will grow.” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said, as she turned pale. “You’re not understanding me, not really.” 
 
    I understand better than you think, he said in his mind. 
 
    “Sir,” a portly scientist said. “We have a preliminary finding.” 
 
    Both Jon and Gloria turned to the man. He had a computer slate in his hands. The scientist tapped the slate, frowned at what he read and then looked up in embarrassment. 
 
    “What you found, sir, was basic organic matter, a gooey substance that we might as well call protoplasm.” 
 
    “Why did it take your people so long to figure that out?” Gloria asked. “If it’s protoplasm, you should have known almost right away.” 
 
    “Uh…” the scientist said. “The ‘slime,’ for want of a better term, kept mutating or shifting into other substances. That gave off heat or energy. Finally, the energy wound down, leaving the basic protoplasm.” 
 
    Jon rubbed his chin. 
 
    “What do you make out of that?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “I’m unsure…” the scientist hedged. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Gloria said shrewdly. “You don’t want to say.” 
 
    The scientist rubbed his mouth before nodding. “The heat or energy had a transmuting power. I know that sounds like hokum, but that’s the fact of the matter. I suspect that Cronus—as the Commander called him—used basic substance and transmuted it to a form he could manipulate.” 
 
    “What basic substance did he use?” Jon asked. 
 
    “A human body would be my guess,” the scientist said. “That’s why it reverted back to its type, cellular protoplasm.” 
 
    “You believe what you’re saying?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “That is my supposition,” the scientist said, beginning to sound huffy. 
 
    “Huh,” Jon said, dumbfounded by the report. 
 
    “This substantiates my theory,” Gloria told him. “Cronus is something from outside our universe, using powers we don’t understand.” 
 
    “All the more reason to make a deal with him,” Jon said slowly. 
 
    “No!” Gloria exclaimed. “All the more reason to make sure he never leaves the void to enter our time and space.” 
 
    “Gloria,” Jon said, smiling as though she was simpleminded. “You’re three hundred and sixty degrees wrong.” 
 
    She frowned. “Don’t you mean one hundred and eighty degrees?” 
 
    Jon stared at her just a second too long before he said, “Oh, yes. You’re right.” 
 
    She blinked several times, and understanding seemed to shine in her eyes. “Oh,” she said. 
 
    “You understand, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. You must destroy him, Jon.” 
 
    “You understand nothing,” he said without heat. “Next time I see him, I’m going to tell Cronus that we’re ready to help.” 
 
    He didn’t say aloud to Gloria—he hoped he didn’t need to now—but his goal was to “help” Cronus with the Enoy null-splitter. Jon wanted to get close enough to destroy the thing and flee the void, forever trapping Cronus in it. Afterward, they would deal with the Main as best as they could. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon nodded, silently agreeing. 
 
    *** 
 
    Several hours later, Jon had an epiphany. It came from Gloria’s observation about old Earth legends. How did one deal with supernatural creatures? The legends said there were various expedients. Cronus might use the slime humanoid again inside the Nathan Graham. Cronus might use the creature aggressively. He needed a way to thwart that. 
 
    Jon sat at a computer terminal, reading about various old Earth legends. He wondered if some of the legendary ways of dealing with such beings might work. It was worth a try. He hurried to a tech lab, wanting to arm himself with one of the possible methods. 
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    While in the void and behind his reality field, Cronus’s human-sized simulacrum turned off the Phantasm Inducer in a cell deep in his great bulk of material being. 
 
    He had used the tiny sludge of slime in the Nathan Graham’s lab as a conduit to listen to Hawkins and his wife argue about strategy. The scientist could not know, but the energy he had spoken about had burned off from the sludge in order to allow the words to reach the Phantasm Inducer here. 
 
    The inducer really was a fantastic Enoy tool. Before listening to Hawkins talk to his wife, Cronus had been certain the man would plan a double-cross. Now, he realized Hawkins was going to keep his word—more fool him—as Cronus certainly planned to double-cross Hawkins and his people. Cronus needed to consume the human life-energy in order to help him create enough hot plasma to use against the AI Main. 
 
    Hawkins would bring the Nathan Graham back into the void in order to help him “fix” the null-splitter. There was nothing wrong with the Dandelion’s null-splitter, of course. That was a ploy. Cronus believed he’d need at least two null-splitters to create a large enough reality rip for him to squeeze through into their reality. 
 
    It was time to talk to Hawkins again and give him the final instructions. Then, he would await the human-crewed vessel to reenter the void. Wouldn’t they be surprised as he tore the ship apart and began devouring all of them? 
 
    The simulacrum smacked its mouth for Cronus. He was going to feast on limitless things again, on cringing creatures with that beautiful life essence that made them so tasty and useful. He could hardly wait. After he ate heartily and turned most of the life energy to hot plasma, he would be ready to teach Main 54 and his siege-ships a thing or two about dominance. 
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    Jon was sound asleep in bed with Gloria beside him this time. He had a strange dream. There was something outside the window of his house. This house was on the top of a mountain, on a windy planet. The gusts were stronger and longer, the wind whistling through chinks somewhere. The wind wanted inside the house. 
 
    In the dream, Jon paced up stairs, down corridors and watched as the walls shook and the wind screamed louder outside. In the dream, Jon muttered. He didn’t like this place. Next time, he would not build on a mountaintop. 
 
    He stopped suddenly and listened to the howling wind. Windows shook at the shrieking force. He could almost make sense of the sounds, as if they were words directed at him. 
 
    That was crazy. Who had ever heard of a talking storm? Abruptly, the howling quit. 
 
    Jon cocked his head in the dream. Was the storm over? He did not think so. In fact—he heard a distant shout. It was feminine, very sweet, and it shrieked his name. An earthquake struck. The house shook— 
 
    Aboard the Nathan Graham, in his chamber, Jon muttered in his sleep. His eyelids fluttered. The lights came on and someone was shaking him and screaming his name. Jon sat up. Gloria was beside him, shaking him. Her eyes were wide with fear as she peered past him. Jon looked where she did. 
 
    Jon shouted a curse and sat up, reaching for the handgun hanging beside his bed in a holster. A black puddle of slime moved across the floor. As he watched, the puddle grew upward into a slimy green humanoid, one that lacked eyes. 
 
    “Cronus,” Jon said, trying to spit the sleep from his mouth. 
 
    A mouth appeared in the green humanoid face. It smiled obscenely “Hello, Hawkins,” the thing said. “Having sweet dreams?” 
 
    Jon scowled. “Were you the wind in my nightmare?” 
 
    “You’re not telepathic in the slightest,” the simulacrum said. “I wanted to use your dreams to help guide you, but alas…” The thing shrugged brawny green shoulders. 
 
    Jon held the holstered revolver, not yet drawing it. Gloria was behind him, clutching his shoulders, pressing her breasts against his back. 
 
    “Is this a bad time, then?” the simulacrum asked. 
 
    Jon didn’t answer. 
 
    “We need to get to work, Hawkins,” the thing said. “I want out of the void. Will you help me as you promised?” 
 
    “I said I would.” 
 
    “You did. Now, it’s time to prove it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jon said. “If you’ll leave—” 
 
    “Well,” the thing interrupted. “That’s another reason I’m here. I studied what you said in the science lab. Then I studied it again, more carefully.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I analyzed what you told your wife, about having to help me because I’m too powerful to resist. The second time I listened to a recording, I realized something was off. Finally, it dawned on me. You were speaking for my benefit. I should have seen it sooner, but I hadn’t expected that level of deception from you. In some fashion, you deduced I could eavesdrop on you. I suspect you want to destroy my null-splitter so I can’t get out of the void. Am I wrong about that?” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Jon snapped. 
 
    “You won’t answer my question, I see. Very well. I need insurance now. And you know what I’ll take as insurance?”  
 
    Jon squinted at the thing, and then he knew. Cronus wanted Gloria. Could the humanoid take Gloria with it when it shrank back into the blackness on the floor? Or would that kill his wife and Cronus would merely tell him he had her captive and could win her back if he was good? 
 
    “That’s it,” Jon said. He began sliding off the bed. 
 
    “Please,” Gloria whimpered. “Stay here, Jon. Don’t leave me.” 
 
    He used his free hand and patted one of hers. “It’s okay,” he told her. “I have a plan.” 
 
    Naked, standing on the floor, with the back of his thighs pressed against the bed, Jon drew his gun and aimed it at the green thing. 
 
    “Playing the hero?” the simulacrum asked. 
 
    “I advise you to leave.” 
 
    “Or what?” the thing asked. “You can’t do anything to me.” 
 
    “You were never going to save humans for last, were you?” 
 
    “Uh…no,” the simulacrum said. “You, meaning all of you, your crew, will be grist for the mill, feeding me so I can make hot plasma.” 
 
    “To destroy Main 54?” asked Jon. 
 
    “And his sprinkling of siege-ships,” the simulacrum added. 
 
    “It won’t work,” Jon said. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing. People must be coming with some kind of power units. Gloria, come here.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “Gloria Hawkins,” the simulacrum demanded. “You’re coming with me—” 
 
    Jon aimed the revolver and started firing. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Each shot tore massive holes in the simulacrum. The outer edges of those holes burned as if on fire. Even more strangely, the simulacrum began melting, forming a bigger puddle of slime on the floor. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the simulacrum shouted. “Bullets shouldn’t be able to do this to me.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Cronus,” Jon said. 
 
    The eyeless thing seemed to regard Jon, even as the thing melted more. Most of the substance drained into the dark hole at its feet. 
 
    “How is this happening?” shouted Cronus. 
 
    “My advice,” Jon said, “is to stay where you are. You can’t beat us, certainly not me. I’ve defeated or gotten the better of you each time. It won’t be any different if you come through onto this side. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Hawkins!” the simulacrum shouted, shaking its thinning arms. “This is impossible.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jon said. “That’s me, the maker of the impossible. Listen, Cronus. If you come onto this side, you’re history. If that isn’t plain enough, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Cronus roared, but now the puddle of green slime sucked into the black hole. That devoured what remained to the simulacrum until it vanished in a black puff of smoke. At that point, the black dot shrank into itself and disappeared with a wink. 
 
    Jon trembled as he set down his gun. His knees no longer worked, so he sat on the edge of the bed, shaking, surprised that his plan had worked. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said, crawling to him, sitting beside him and gripping his torso. There were tears in his eyes. 
 
    Someone pounded on the outer hatch. 
 
    “Enter,” Jon shouted. 
 
    The hatch slid aside and armed marines piled into the room. 
 
    “You all right, sir?” the chief asked. 
 
    “Get a tech crew,” Jon said. “Tell them to take the slime to the lab. They mustn’t touch it, though.” 
 
    “You heard him, Jones,” the chief told a marine. “Bring some techs back with equipment.” 
 
    The named marine ran out of the room. 
 
    “Say, Sarge,” a different marine said. “There are bullets in the wall.” 
 
    The sergeant glanced at Jon. 
 
    “Dig them out,” Jon said. 
 
    “You heard him,” the sergeant said. 
 
    The marine dug out the slugs, and he held them in his left hand, showing the sergeant. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “Look at the slugs, sir,” the marine said. “They’re silver.” 
 
    Gloria’s fingers tightened against Jon’s flesh. “Silver bullets?” she whispered. 
 
    “Cronus comes from a dark mythos,” Jon whispered back. “I read that some supernatural creatures hate silver. Now, we see why. It was a long shot, but it worked.” 
 
    “You made him mad doing that,” she said. 
 
    Jon nodded. He hoped Cronus was mad, steaming mad. The Supreme Commander was counting on it. 
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    In the void, the planetary-sized monster known as Cronus seethed with fury and indignity. Not only had Hawkins realized that silver had unique properties against Phantasm Induced creatures, but the man had swiftly employed the knowledge to devastating use. 
 
    The silver destruction of the simulacrum there had shorted the Phantasm Inducer here. Cronus did not understand the inducer’s science, and he did not have time to torture Kree into explaining it. She was near cessation. Thus, Cronus did not dare torture her further. He didn’t trust her to tell him the truth otherwise, so what was the point in asking her? 
 
    How had Hawkins known about silver’s effects? Cronus hadn’t known it. The man must be a genius. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He’d never needed Hawkins’ help in the first place. He also had enough stored energy to do what needed doing on the other side. Extra, devoured life essence would have made things easier— 
 
    “I don’t care,” Cronus rumbled. He needed nothing from humans but their grisly deaths! After destroying the AIs in the red dwarf star system, he was going to hunt in the Confederation. He was going to devour all the aliens there, including the freakish Kames group-thinkers. 
 
    Knowing the future soothed some of Cronus’s rage. He envisioned billions of life forms begging and pleading with him. Such thought vibrations would feel glorious and build his appetite into that of old. Then, he would feast and grow supreme again. He would grow until he had such strength that he could challenge the AI Dominion in a way they could not conceive. 
 
    “Ah…” Cronus felt much better thinking about all that. Now, a little concentration, a bit of pain as he squeezed through to the other side— 
 
    “Time to begin,” Cronus said. 
 
    Through force of will, he formed several simulacrums. The slimy humanoids marched through the Dandelion of Enoy, which was parked on his outer surface, on a non-green patch area. He had all kinds of tech toys gathered throughout his long life, a veritable junkyard of items. 
 
    The simulacrums reached a modified control area inside the Dandelion and began readying the null-splitter. That meant powering up the asteroid ship’s quantum-pi engine. 
 
    Cronus reasoned out a few steps, and the process quickened. The simulacrums continued to monitor the situation— 
 
    Using his wonderful senses, he witnessed the bizarre power of the null-splitter reaching out. The power took hold of the fabric of something that not even Cronus understood. Lines of power appeared. They were hard to study for long—like a human staring at the Sun. The power tore open the fabric of time and space, making a way of escape from the dreadful void. 
 
    “Bigger,” Cronus said. 
 
    Inside the Dandelion of Enoy, his simulacrums stood in a row at the controls, tapping, twisting and demanding more power from the quantum-pi engine and null-splitter. 
 
    The glowing lines in the void grew, creating a greater opening into time and space. 
 
    Cronus sensed maximum power from the Dandelion’s engine and null-splitter. That was not a big hole, certainly not big enough for a planet-sized creature to squeeze through. Who did they think he was? The reality rip was plenty wide for a three-hundred-diameter void ship. But— 
 
    Cronus made savage and fast calculations. The Dandelion could not create a larger reality rip. Cronus knew he wasn’t going to be getting the Nathan Graham’s null-splitter any time soon. Either he could squeeze through the rip or he could not. That brought another problem. How long would the rip remain there? The quantum-pi engine was already straining. If the rip closed while he was halfway through, say, it would chop him in half, killing him. 
 
    Cronus wanted to think this through, but that kind of time was up. If he waited, he might have to shut off the quantum-pi engine. He might have already damaged it…this might be his only chance— 
 
    With an inarticulate cry, the planet-sized creature hurled himself at the tiny reality rip. As he moved, the planet-sized thing began to twist and elongate. The act seemed lewd and perverted, but he thrust an elongated and thinned portion of himself through the reality rip and started squeezing the rest of his bulk out of the void into time and space. 
 
    Cronus groaned, pushed, struggled and feared the reality rip would close on him. He kept the Dandelion on him, not daring to let it go. He kept the rest of his junkyard of items, letting some of the ancient equipment sink into him. He shoved harder, and the edges of the reality rip tore at his substance. He howled at the pain, but he did not stop. It was like a man squeezing through a tiny opening that tore off his skin. He knew a sense of desperation that he’d almost forgotten. It forced him to wriggle, push harder and think more coherently so he wouldn’t lose control of anything. 
 
    “Help me,” Cronus pleaded. 
 
    But there was no one to help him, no one who loved him. All who knew Cronus hated or reviled him. All hands were turned against him. If he couldn’t help himself, no one else would lift a hand. 
 
    “I’ll make you pay!” he howled at the universe, maybe at the Great Power. “I’ll make you pay by killing everything you love.” 
 
    Still, Cronus shoved, wriggled, seethed and feared, all while clutching his tech goodies, including the Dandelion of Enoy. 
 
    As his form pushed against the reality rip on the void side, on the time and space side it appeared as if something literally pushed out of nothing into something. It was ugly and deformed over here. It wriggled, it pulsated as if hurt and kept piling through, more and more, stretching, thinning enough to shove out. There didn’t seem to be any intelligence to the pulsating substance, but it would not give up. 
 
    The process continued for hours. More of the hideous substance was on this side now, and still it kept coming. 
 
    Cronus sensed that the quantum-pi power plant had nearly exhausted its strength. Now an intense and bitter struggle ensued. Cronus howled, shoved, wriggled and savagely tore off more of himself. He no longer cared. He had to get himself over. He dared not lose more of his bulk or power. He wept. He pleaded—and with a sick plopping sound—space did not allow sound, but some of his field did—the last of Cronus’s bruised and aching self shoved through into reality. 
 
    Immediately, the null-splitter blew up, and the quantum-pi engine melted into a slag. The Enoy asteroid ship was no more than an ordinary shell of a ship. 
 
    As that happened, the stretched and strained being of Cronus began to take shape. He resumed a relatively oval bulk, but it no longer looked exactly like a planet. Instead, his true being took form. 
 
    He resembled a planet-sized jellyfish of Earth. There was a massive upper part like a jellyfish and long tendrils snaking down. These tendrils looked more like vast tentacles. Cronus seemed an eldritch being all right, a thing from a dark mythos like an Elder Space God or a dark Cthulhu-like creature of cosmic evil from the nether depths of the outer reaches. 
 
    He had made it out of the void. He was here, in a new universe, presumably. Cronus wasn’t sure about that himself. His banishment into the void had taken place eons ago. Now, however, he was back. 
 
    “Time to feast,” Cronus said, as he began to drift faster through the colds of space, shoving gravity waves from his massive bulk to obtain greater velocity. 
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    AI Siege-ship Erbium 99 witnessed a bizarre event, having seen Cronus’s emergence into time and space—Erbium 99 did not know the thing’s name, although he would soon. The great, three-thousand-kilometer warship moved closer to investigate the phenomena. 
 
    Erbium 99 was presently five AUs, or seven hundred fifty million kilometers, from Main 54 deeper in-system. A laser message took nearly forty-two minutes one way. It would take an AI vessel much longer to travel that distance, which was almost the distance from the Sun to Jupiter. 
 
    Erbium 99 approached with missiles ready to launch and over one hundred primed gravitational dishes. His sensors told him the thing had an animal shape, gravitational dumping motive power and possibly intelligence. He had never heard of such a life form before. 
 
    It did not necessarily have to be Life, however. It could be a biological machine. The AI Dominion had run across a few of those before. The first time, the Dominion had attempted to ally with the bio machine. That had failed miserably. Ever since, the AI Dominion eradicated them with conviction. 
 
    Still, the thing headed this way was huge, maybe as large as Main 54. 
 
    Erbium 99 made swift calculations. He took more sensor readings and activated his laser-com system, flashing a message to the Main. Erbium 99 decided he would not wait for instructions. He merely wanted his master to know what was going on out here, and that Erbium 99 did not hesitate in taking care of the problem. 
 
    Normal attack procedures mandated an AI virus attempt. Erbium 99 had not had time to analyze or study the thing in depth. His sensors indicated the creature had mechanical and likely computer-guided instruments. They were in profusion, in fact. Erbium wondered if he had stumbled upon a cyborg, part machine and part biological Life. Whatever the case, Erbium pulsed a standard AI Dominion virus, beaming it at the creature and the mechanical items on or in him. 
 
    Time passed, but nothing observable happened to indicate the virus had activated something that now attacked its former user. 
 
    Erbium 99 debated further options, wondering if he should send a normal message at the creature. But before that could happen, the creature messaged him. Could it have already known the AI computer language, or could it have deciphered the language from the virus? The possibility existed. If the creature had done that, it would mean it had great reasoning powers indeed. 
 
    “I am Cronus,” the message said. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    Erbium 99 ran through his data banks. He had never heard of a Cronus. There was nothing in the historical files, either. He decided to ask a question. 
 
    “What is a Cronus?” 
 
    “Are you an idiot?” the thing replied. “I am. I just told you.” 
 
    Erbium 99 did not bristle at the insult. It was true that a sentient brain-core ran him, but he had not yet gained ego, or a prideful personality. Perhaps there had been a glitch in his computer development. He was more logical than anything else. 
 
    “I am no idiot,” Erbium 99 replied. “Is Cronus your singular identity, then? Or is Cronus a creature name?” 
 
    “There is none like Cronus.” 
 
    “Which does not answer the question,” Erbium 99 said. “Are you attempting obfuscation in order to move closer to employ a short-range space weapon? I detect machines on or in you powering up.” 
 
    “Do you think you’re clever?” 
 
    “It is not a matter of thinking, but knowing. I perceive that you are a boastful entity, lacking in intelligence.” 
 
    “You’re starting to piss me off, Erbium 99.” 
 
    “How did you acquire my name?” 
 
    “It was in your pathetic virus. Are you ready to die, or would you like to live a little longer?” 
 
    Erbium 99’s brain-core ran an analysis. That was a threat. Cronus meant to attack. The correct response, therefore, was to attack first. Giant missiles launched from the Luna-sized surface. The missiles rapidly accelerated at the creature. At the same time, ninety-four gravitational dishes powered up. As the missiles raced for Cronus, the golden gravitational beams reached out for the biological entity. 
 
    The battle between the AI Dominion and Cronus had begun. 
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    Cronus had been observing the siege-ship accelerating toward him. The great one had also been observing the stars, two planets, asteroids—it was all so devastatingly beautiful. He had forgotten what reality was like. He no longer employed a reality field because he no longer needed one. Wasn’t that grand? His senses drank in the wonder of it all. 
 
    He could not understand how he had survived in the void all this time. Then it came to him. 
 
    “I am wonderful.” 
 
    Yes. That was the obvious conclusion. He was wonderfully and fearfully made. His intellect and willpower must be the astonishment of the universe, this universe. Had he come from a different universe? 
 
    Cronus could not remember. He had thought there were multiple universes, but he did not know it as fact. 
 
    It was at that point that this Erbium 99 beamed a message at him. 
 
    Cronus had accepted, and the virus in the first message had clouded his thinking for a time. He was not a machine, but there were pieces of his brainpower that had a machine quality and there were machine-like aspects to him in places, as well as many true machines on and in him. He had to thwart the virus power in each, and that had taken time. 
 
    Through an act of will, Cronus had also defeated the virus surging through him. He had learned much from it. Oh, yes, the AI machines had told him far too much about themselves in this one sly attack. 
 
    So, Erbium 99 came to check him out, did he? 
 
    Cronus watched the missiles launch from the Luna-sized warship. Those would take time to reach him. A quick scan showed Cronus those had matter/antimatter warheads. He couldn’t allow those to explode against him. 
 
    The golden grav-beams caught him by surprise. It might have been an aftereffect of the virus or maybe he was still stunned by the beauty of time and space. Whatever the case, the many beams struck him. 
 
    In those first painful seconds, the grav-beams struck his nearest surface. The beams destroyed the Dandelion of Enoy, destroyed some of the simulacrums and most certainly killed Kree of the Flame. The golden beams also churned and devoured—or destroyed—some of the bulk of Cronus. 
 
    Pain seared through him. If he’d thought coming through to this side had been painful—and it had—the grav-beams hitting him were far worse. The pain knocked Cronus out of stunned bemusement and caused any last particles of stun from the virus to vanish in rage. 
 
    Some of Cronus’s being died. They were like tiny pieces of skin to a human, but the damage hurt, and if the siege-ship kept it up long enough— 
 
    Cronus reacted. He powered up his reality field again and adjusted it. The field did not hold up reality, but instead blocked the grav-beams. That blockage caused the field to buckle, and the process demanded more from Cronus, but he gladly gave it. He did not want to hurt like that again. 
 
    The contest continued for some time. Cronus watched the moon-sized siege-ship, and he cracked its normal com system and the laser communication. Erbium 99 sent sensor data about the fight and asked for reinforcements. 
 
    Cronus ran some calculations. It drained energy keeping up the reality field, especially as the grav-beams pushed the field back toward him. This was a direct power-to-power contest— 
 
    Erbium 99 rotated, taking some grav dishes offline and bringing up new ones. 
 
    Cronus ran more calculations. This was bad. To race in closer in order to use the plasma— 
 
    After eons in the void, Cronus did not have much plasma left, and his energy stores were low compared to the massive expenditures fighting like this would take. 
 
    No. This was not good. Real time and space meant massive movement, massive force fields and—Cronus remembered. He remembered the old days when he had struggled against primeval entities. He had far greater abilities than he had originally recalled, or was that a fantastic technical item he had acquired eons ago? Either way, he had to do this right the first time. 
 
    Cronus’s force field withstood the grav-beams, but he sensed growing confidence from Erbium 99. That was infuriating. Erbium was a pipsqueak compared to Main 54, and there were eight others like Erbium 99 in the red dwarf system. 
 
    The anger helped shed inhibitions. Cronus would try the old tactic. The eldritch monster concentrated, and a strange event took place deep inside his being. He used energy and chose a direction. A powerful and exotic mechanism radiated with specially fed energy. The power grew, expanding, readying him—it demanded more energy, and Cronus only had a limited supply of this type. He gave the mechanism more power anyway. With the radiant source— 
 
    Cronus winked out of existence in time and space. Using a Subspace Teleportor, he moved through something akin to hyperspace, sliding underneath it, thus avoiding its gravitational limitations. The distance he could travel like this was short indeed, mainly due to an exponential energy drain for each extra kilometer moved. He reappeared in time and space behind Erbium 99. 
 
    Perhaps the siege-ship was bewildered. Cronus could sense the sentient computer scanning wildly, trying to find the intruder. Then, the gravitational dishes on this side of the siege-ship began powering up. 
 
    As they did, Cronus churned plasma inside him like some stellar dragon. He heated the plasma as fast as he could, draining more energy. Seconds later, a maw like a giant mouth opened on the planet-sized creature, and a roiling blob of superheated plasma ejected from Cronus and headed at Erbium 99. 
 
    Grav dishes on Erbium 99’s surface grew hot as golden beams speared at the great clot of approaching plasma. The grav-beams disrupted local area of the plasma, but the general mass continued for the siege-ship. 
 
    Cronus watched, entranced. The red-colored plasma hurled closer, closer—golden beams speared out of it. The holes around the beams grew. Then, the mass of red-hot plasma reached Erbium 99. The plasma devoured the outer hull, causing hundreds of gravitational dishes to melt and disintegrate. 
 
    The plasma mass was over two hundred kilometers in diameter. It sank against Erbium 99, devouring hull matter and other substances as it descended deeper into the siege-ship. 
 
    Cronus laughed with glee. He still had it in him. He was still the most dangerous being around. The art of war hadn’t changed enough in his long absence for him to fear technologically savvy beings, be they computer or biological. 
 
    The siege-ship was massive, however, three thousand kilometers in diameter. The sinking plasma devoured circuits, bulkheads, treatment plants, energy stabilizers, coils, prisoner centers—everything in the plasma’s path melted. 
 
    Erbium 99 did not panic, but he did not detonate. Maybe he could avoid—a surge of electricity flashed against his brain-core. That stunned him as the plasma headed for the center of the siege-ship. 
 
    Seconds passed, and then it was too late. The cooling but still superheated vestiges of plasma burned down Erbium’s inner hull armor and devoured the great computing cubes inside, the essence of Erbium 99’s brain-core and identity. 
 
    Cronus sensed the AI death, if that was the proper term. Cronus also sensed something else. There were living creatures, prisoners, in part of the siege-ship. 
 
    The Earth-sized, space-jellyfish-like Cronus advanced upon the hollowed-out siege-ship. Soon enough, dumping gravity waves to slow down, Cronus’s vast tentacles reached the moon-sized hulk of a warship. The tentacles drew the ship closer to underbelly feeders. The silky feeders chewed through remaining armor, digging deeper into the shell of an AI. 
 
    A tentacle reached in and plucked living creatures, prisoners, from the dead siege-ship. Like a terrestrial elephant’s trunk bringing food to its mouth, the tentacle used its tip to shove the metal cell inside Cronus’s body. Other forces cracked the cell and devoured the creatures inside, killing them and feeding off their life essence. That was powerful stuff for Cronus. He could turn it into exotic energy, which he badly needed. 
 
    Later, after he had fed off every living morsel, Cronus pulled out matter/antimatter fuel and fissionable material. He could also use that, although his processes gained more from life essence. 
 
    It was good to know that he could replenish himself from the AI machines. That meant he would destroy every vessel in this system. He did not want any records yet of his return to time and space. Yes, yes indeed, this was going to be glorious. 
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    Five AUs away inside the insertion vessel, in the control room, Walleye’s palms had grown moist. Huge Main 54 filled the polarized window. There was nothing else to see as they headed toward the surface. Any minute, he suspected, tractor beams would take hold of the thickly hulled vessel and begin dragging it down as if the ship was a metal-ore asteroid. 
 
    Walleye’s expression did not change, but he did think that making a plan was so much easier than having to execute it. 
 
    The hatch opened. Walleye did not look back. His ears told him that two people walked into the control cabin. His nose told him something else. 
 
    “Shut the hatch, would you?” Walleye asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Trouble?” asked Bast, sounding worried. 
 
    “The stench from the marine hold,” Walleye said. “You probably can’t tell any more, but it’s horrible.” 
 
    There was no further comment, but the hatch clanged shut. A few seconds later, Walleye felt the other two approaching him. 
 
    “We’re almost inside the beast, huh?” Bast asked thickly. 
 
    Walleye did not have to look back to know Bast was staring out of the polarized window. 
 
    “I never thought the Main would take the bait,” Bast said. 
 
    “Getting in is always harder than getting back out,” the Centurion said in a soft voice. 
 
    Walleye once again wondered about the wisdom of letting the Centurion lead the rescue mission. Surely, his time in Main 63 over five years ago had brutally scarred him. Could the man still function while inside a Main? 
 
    Without warning, the insertion craft shook horribly. Bast staggered and crashed against a bulkhead, falling to the deck. The Centurion caught the back of a chair, managing to swing around, throwing himself in and buckling on the safety straps. 
 
    Walleye glanced back at Bast. 
 
    The Sacerdote dragged himself off the floor, with a big welt over his right eye. 
 
    “Tractor beams,” Walleye said. 
 
    The Centurion swiveled his chair, leaning over the control panel, studying it. 
 
    Walleye watched him out of the corner of his eye. He could feel the Centurion wanting to tap switches and fight the tractor beam. Their little ship could never win such a contest, though. 
 
    Another tractor beam must have reached out. The insertion ship shuddered again, and it began heading down even faster than before toward an opening portal on the surface. 
 
    “The Main is using too much force,” Walleye said. “He thinks we’re bigger than we are.” 
 
    “That’s why our ship was built so ruggedly,” the Centurion said in a quiet voice. “Bast, can you reach a chair? You need to strap in.” 
 
    “I can manage,” Bast muttered. The Sacerdote began dragging himself across the deck to a side chair, climbing into it. 
 
    Walleye opened channels with the other compartments, telling them to strap in tight. This could be a rough ride down. 
 
    The marines would be strapping in to crash seats that came out of the bulkheads. Mathews and his people would be doing likewise in a different chamber. 
 
    “Kind of wish we carried a matter/antimatter bomb,” the Centurion said quietly. 
 
    Walleye knew how he felt. 
 
    “No!” Bast said, as the Sacerdote buckled into his seat. “We’re here to save my race, not to destroy the Main.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the Centurion said. “But there’s something about going into…” 
 
    He didn’t finish. Walleye figured that was just as well. This was the last moment in the mission they needed a fight between the mission leaders. 
 
    The insertion vessel picked up speed as it went down. The sheer size of the AI Main—it was hard envisioning one computer brain-core controlling an entire world-ship. The mission was lunacy. This time, Hawkins had bit off more than anyone could chew. How could a little more than two dozen people find anything inside a world? Was the anti-AI deception virus, which had been concocted by a germ of a being, actually supposed to sway such a world-sized monstrosity? 
 
    Walleye glanced at the Centurion and then Bast. 
 
    “Problem?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “No,” Walleye said. “Just thinking.” He was glad neither of them asked what he was thinking, because the mutant did not have a good feeling about coming out alive on the other side of this. 
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    Main 54 observed the insertion craft heading toward an ore hatch. The humans must be mad. Did they think a fantastic sentient brain-core that ran a world ship would fall for such foolishness? It was a madcap gamble on their part. It was a— 
 
    An incoming laser message from Erbium 99 reached him. Main 54 received many messages throughout the day, most of which he ignored. Priority sequencing sent this message to the top of the list. 
 
    Main 54 accepted Erbium 99’s data. This was unbelievable. Main watched the plastic creature ooze into existence. He recognized a reality rip, quickly realizing he saw a thing coming out of the void. This wasn’t like anything the Sisters of Enoy had used before. Did the plastic creature twisting, thrusting and oozing out belong to the Sisters of Enoy? 
 
    Main 54 ignored Erbium 99’s analysis. Erbium was just a siege-ship. He hadn’t been around that long, several hundred years at most. 
 
    As Main 54 continued to receive data, he decided on prudence. This was not only highly unusual but a nearly implausible occurrence. And the timing of the matter was another thing. The plastic creature appeared just as the insertion craft headed for an ore port. That seemed like too great a coincidence. Thus, he slowed the dragging of the insertion craft. He did not want it inside him right away. Something odd was going on here. 
 
    Hmm, this made more sense than what he had seen so far. The plastic creature was unique. This might answer the question of why humanity under Hawkins’ leadership had survived for so long. So far, Main 54 hadn’t seen anything else that resembled brilliance. But the plastic-like monster oozing out of the void— 
 
    Data of Erbium 99’s attack against the creature began incoming. 
 
    Main 54 found himself absorbed by the battle. The plastic creature was almost as big as a Main. That was inconceivable. How had Hawkins kept such data hidden for so long? There hadn’t been a hint of such a creature in any of the reports concerning the Confederation. 
 
    Time passed, and Main 54 recognized the thing’s force screen as a leap forward in combat equipment. The AI Dominion had never been able to deploy such a defensive screen. Now, he watched one resist a heavy grav-beam assault. 
 
    Well, well, well, things were beginning to make much more sense. This must be Hawkins’ secret weapon. The weapon likely needed the insertion craft in him. Why otherwise would the craft have come to him? Rescuing Sacerdotes had been the cover mission. Really, logically, the insertion craft would likely try to deploy more diversion viruses into him. 
 
    What was the best way to thwart such a strategy? 
 
    He could destroy the insertion craft, certainly, but that might be too direct a reaction. Now that he knew Hawkins’ strategy, he should tease the man into revealing even more. 
 
    Hmm…he would watch a little longer before he decided on his reaction to see what else happened. 
 
    The tenor of Erbium 99’s data abruptly switched. The siege-ship lost sight of the world-sized creature as if it had disappeared. Such a thing should be impossible. Where had it gone? Had it really disappeared, or had it merely employed a cloaking device? 
 
    Shortly, the one named Cronus reappeared behind Erbium 99. Cronus spewed a huge plasma ball. Main 54 observed the plasma charge nearing the siege-ship’s hull. Abruptly, the laser message ceased. The reason seemed obvious to Main 54. Erbium 99 was gone, destroyed by the Cronus creature. 
 
    A moment of confusion struck Main 54 as he realized what he had seen. According to data, Cronus could teleport from one location to another and launch a plasma charge. That was incredible. That was— 
 
    Wait a moment. Main 54 slowed down and gave this a second thought. The improbability of all this: the appearance of a fantastic void creature, the timing and then the insanely powerful teleport system and plasma weapon— 
 
    No, no, no, no, no. Did Hawkins really think that he—Main 54—was that simpleminded? He should have seen this sooner. Hawkins was a genius. Clearly, the combined attack and insertion showed the man’s brilliance. The timing of these events also proved Main 54 was correct in his new analysis. There was no creature called Cronus. There was no destruction of Erbium 99 by a teleporting, plasma-spewing creature. Hawkins must have deployed other vessels out there. One of those vessels must have used an anti-AI deception virus on Erbium 99 so the siege-ship believed this nonsense, beaming it to him. Hawkins had used a weaker-willed AI to try to get the great Main to believe a fantasy, an obvious and ridiculously contrived fantasy. Hawkins’ one mistake had been in stretching credibility much too far. In retrospect, it was a huge, glaring error. 
 
    So, what was the best way to use Hawkins’ error? Ah. Main 54 realized that despite his best efforts, some of the deception virus had reached his brain-core. It must have helped influence him into accepting the joke of a parody of a teleporting void creature. 
 
    Perhaps it was time to change the tenor of Hawkins’ game. Hawkins wanted him to believe that the Confederation desired the Sacerdotes. But the real goal must be to get the insertion vessel inside him. 
 
    That would never happen. Yet, he needed to thwart that without stopping Hawkins from attempting to use these strange ploys, so he—Main 54—could discover how the man had won time after time against weaker AIs. 
 
    In that moment, Main 54 hit upon an idea. Then, he added a twist to it. If he were wrong about any of this, the twist would save him from much trouble. Oh, yes, this was a clever countermove against the so-called genius Hawkins. 
 
    It was time to contact the human-crewed void ship, and the fastest way to do that—Main 54 began setting his countermove into operation. 
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    Once again, the insertion craft shook, and then it drifted. 
 
    “What was that?” the Centurion asked. “What happened now?” 
 
    Walleye wasn’t sure. He began tapping the controls to find out. 
 
    “I know what happened,” Bast said somberly. 
 
    Walleye turned to the huge Sacerdote. “Well?” he asked. “Tell us.” 
 
    “The tractor beams sheared off,” Bast said. “The Main set us free.” 
 
    Walleye turned back to the controls. “You’re right,” the mutant said a moment later. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been expecting the worst to happen,” Bast said glumly. “I knew this was too good to be true. Now, it isn’t. Balance has been restored in the universe.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know about that,” Walleye said. The insertion craft was drifting away from Main 54. That would indicate that the tractor beams had no only released them, but given them a little shove for good measure. That made absolutely no sense. 
 
    Bast groaned in dismay. 
 
    Walleye turned to a small com screen. It showed a swirling image that indicated an AI intelligence. At the same time, the signaler began to beep. 
 
    All three of them froze. 
 
    Walleye was the first to move again. He checked the message board. 
 
    “Who is it?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Bast said. “It’s the Main wanting to talk with us.” 
 
    “It is,” Walleye said, tapping the com. “Hello?” he asked. 
 
    “Humans, correct?” asked the robotic voice. 
 
    “Who is this?” Walleye asked. 
 
    “Someone too mighty to be speaking with fleas like you,” the robotic voice said. “I have declined to play your game, let us say. I know you are not an asteroid.” 
 
    Walleye was nodding, although he was amazed the AI was talking to them like this. “Do you care to tell us when you figured it out?” 
 
    “You are insulting me, flea,” Main 54 said. “I do not appreciate that.” 
 
    “Understood,” Walleye said, his voice even but his mind scrambling. “What I don’t understand is why you’re bothering to continue the conversation.” 
 
    The Centurion grabbed one of Walleye’s arms, shaking his head, silently pleading him not to ask questions like that. 
 
    Walleye twisted his arm free. “I mean, humans don’t talk to fleas. Why do you?” 
 
    “Patch me through to Hawkins,” Main 54 said. 
 
    “So you can deploy a virus against the Nathan Graham?” asked Walleye. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I will destroy your little craft, if you desire. I thought you might like a chance to live. I wish to discuss a deal with Hawkins.” 
 
    Walleye debated with himself. 
 
    “I have finished waiting,” Main 54 said. “Make the right decision or die.” 
 
    “We’re not as smart or as quick-witted as you,” Walleye said, hedging. “We had to discuss matters.” Walleye glanced at the Centurion, who stared at him starkly. The soldier’s mind seemed to have gone blank. Bast was glum and shrugged. That meant it was his call. “We decided,” Walleye told the Main. “I will gladly patch you through to Commander Hawkins.” 
 
    “You had better hurry, flea.” 
 
    Walleye was nodding, using the controls to search for one of the Nathan Graham’s buoys. He found one. 
 
    “I’m patching you through, Main,” Walleye said. “This is going to be a time-delayed message.” 
 
    “Do not insult me further by telling me things I already know. You are a tool, nothing more. Tools should be seen but not heard. I will wait for Hawkins’ reply.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Walleye said under his breath. This was weird and felt more than a little surreal, but he was glad they were no longer headed to an entry port. This way, they would die a quick clean death instead of enduring lingering captivity inside the AI warship. 
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    Jon was on the bridge when Walleye’s message arrived twenty-five and a half minutes after leaving the insertion craft. 
 
    The entire bridge crew listened to the message in silence. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Gloria asked in a quiet, sick voice. 
 
    Jon drummed the fingers of his right hand on an armrest of his command chair. This was a disaster. He could feel the bulkheads closing in around him. No. This wasn’t the time to listen to despair. He needed to act. He had a gut feeling Cronus had something to do with this potential disaster. Yet, if Cronus caused trouble for the AIs... 
 
    “How should we answer?” Gloria asked in a quiet voice of despair. 
 
    Jon did not respond to her. He had a faraway look in his eyes, and it was possible he hadn’t even heard her question. What was Cronus going to do next? No, no, why hadn’t Main 54 destroyed the insertion ship? His heart began to thud. He had to figure this out fast. 
 
    “Should we agree to talk with the Main?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Jon glanced at her. “That might be best. But if we don’t understand the reason for the situation…” He exhaled, stood and sat back down. “Ask Walleye what Main 54 would like to discuss.” 
 
    “Roger,” Gloria said, sending the message. 
 
    The message needed time to travel to the insertion craft, twenty-five and a half minutes to be exact. Walleye needed time to frame a reply and start the answer on its journey here. As the crew waited on the Nathan Graham, Gloria began to receive strange teleoptic images. She hunched over her board, witnessing bright plumes that had to be masses of accelerating missiles and then a hundred golden grav-beams. Further study showed her a siege-ship and even further teleoptic refinements showed— 
 
    Gloria squinted, observing a planet-sized—she tapped controls, using a zoom function. It looked like an Earth-sized space jellyfish with dangling tentacles. The thing was over seven AUs away. 
 
    “Cronus?” she whispered. 
 
    Jon raised his head—he’d been brooding—and noticed his wife’s absorption. He checked a chronometer. It was too early for a reply to have returned. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “a battle.” 
 
    “What battle?” he asked. “Put it on the main screen.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s wise.” 
 
    “The main screen,” Jon insisted. 
 
    Gloria complied. 
 
    Everyone on the bridge watched, entranced with the amazing sight. Then the creature vanished. 
 
    “What happened?” Jon demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gloria said. “I don’t—” 
 
    “There!” Doc Cullen said. “He just reappeared. He’s behind the siege-ship.” 
 
    Jon shot out of his seat as he approached the main screen. His head swayed as the creature opened a maw and spewed— 
 
    “What is that?” Jon asked. 
 
    “It’s bright,” Gloria said. “That would imply it’s hot.” 
 
    “It’s hot,” Jon said shortly as the substance burned into the siege-ship. 
 
    “Plasma,” Gloria said. “That’s what my sensors are telling me, a giant ball of plasma.” 
 
    Finally, they witnessed the space beast drawing the broken siege-ship to it and plucking things from inside. 
 
    “Is that Cronus?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Jon said. “Cronus made it out of the void. I wonder why he looks so different on this side.” 
 
    “Maybe he transmuted in some fashion in order to survive the void,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Transmuted sounds about right,” Jon said. “If we saw this, Main 54 must have seen it, too. But why would that have caused him to see the insertion craft for what it was and then reject it? And why would he want to talk to me?” 
 
    No one came up with a good explanation. They were still debating it when Walleye’s answer arrived. Halfway through the mutant’s explanation, a harsh burst of static drove Walleye’s voice off the com. Seconds later, the static stopped and Main 54 began to speak to them directly. 
 
    “I would like clarification concerning the void creature that attacked Erbium 99,” the robotic voice said. “According to my data, the void creature teleported from one locale to another. It deployed a force field and employed a devastating plasma weapon. My sensors tell me the ‘monster’ ate part of the siege-ship. What is the monster? What do you expect me to do about it? And why were you attempting to disguise a Confederation raid vessel as an asteroid?” 
 
    The message ceased as abruptly as it had begun. It also seemed that Walleye had finished answering. 
 
    Jon scowled as he stared at the deck. That thing out there was a void creature. Main 54 must have witnessed Cronus coming through. Now, an AI master wanted data from him. It was bargaining; it would seem. What was he supposed to do? The AIs were the enemy. Cronus…just how dangerous was the void monster? 
 
    Jon looked up to see everyone staring at him. 
 
    “Cronus obviously made it out of the void,” Gloria said. “He…” She cleared her throat, speaking starkly. “He teleports, Jon. He uses a force field and belches plasma like a mythical dragon spewing fire. Why did he reenter time and space so far away from us?” 
 
    “Cronus is unpredictable,” Jon said. “AI warships, not so much. Main 54 recognized the insertion craft for what it was. So why didn’t he destroy it?” 
 
    “I’m as baffled as you,” Gloria said. “Except…” 
 
    “Except Main 54 wants something from us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gloria said. “This Main can bargain. He’s not a monomaniac one hundred percent of the time, or if he is, he can still maneuver in ways to gain an advantage. That makes him more dangerous.” 
 
    “Cog Primus Prime did that,” Jon said. 
 
    “After our virus changed him,” Gloria said. “I don’t think our virus changed Main 54. I think Cog Primus Prime is no longer a monomaniac.” 
 
    Jon stood with a scowl permeating his features. “I don’t care about Cog Primus. I want to know how long Main 54 has known the insertion craft wasn’t an asteroid. Did Cronus’s appearance jar something in the Main’s brain-core or did our deception virus fail?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “My instincts tell me we should run home while we’re able. If Cronus is in the dwarf star system, he’s not in the void. That means we can use the void to flee as Cronus no longer blocks our way.” 
 
    “We can’t leave the insertion craft behind.” 
 
    “We don’t want to certainly,” Jon said. “Can we rescue them under the present conditions? I don’t see how. It would seem, though, that Main 54 is using the craft as a hostage for our good behavior.” 
 
    Jon began to pace around his command chair with his head bent in thought. Nothing was going right. Cronus—Jon sat in his chair. He pressed the com button, a plan blossoming in his mind like the ancient Greek goddess Athena coming fully grown out of Zeus’s head. 
 
    “Patch this through to Main 54,” he told Gloria. 
 
    She swiveled to her controls, tapping them. 
 
    Jon had expected an argument from her. Likely, everyone, including Gloria, was as baffled as he was, and that meant everyone was terrified. This was a time for decisive leadership. Doing something was better than doing nothing. He was going to have to feel his way through, though. Main 54 wanted something more from them than just data. An AI killed unless delaying killing would allow it to kill even more later. 
 
    Gloria looked up from her panel, waiting for him. 
 
    Jon stared at his open hands before speaking into the com. “Main 54, the creature is called Cronus. We fought him in the void. He is supposedly ancient and believes himself superior to everything else, including the AI Dominion. Cronus claimed that he is from a different multi-dimension. He suggested that the void lies between these dimensions and must therefore act as a conduit from one to another. You saw what Cronus did to the siege-ship, Erbium 99 you called him. I suggest to you that Cronus will attempt to destroy all the AIs in the system. My recommendation is for you to gather your siege-ships and get ready for the fight of your life. Jon Hawkins of the Confederation, out.” 
 
    Jon clicked the switch, turning off his com. 
 
    Gloria observed her panel and then tapped it, swiveling around toward him. “What are you hoping to gain by telling Main 54 what you did?” 
 
    “I’m fishing,” Jon said. “My words are the line and hook. What it will catch—I don’t have the foggiest notion yet.” 
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    Main 54 listened to Hawkins’ message. As he did, the insertion craft attempted to accelerate away. He reached out with a tractor beam, applying just enough force to keep it in place. Finally, the ion exhaust stopped. At precisely that moment, the tractor beam sheared off. 
 
    Main 54 continued to watch Cronus through teleoptics. The creature—if it existed and was not a figment of the deception virus—did not teleport here. Instead, it began accelerating by expelling gravity waves from its mass. 
 
    Main 54 used other sensors to study the thing. That took time. He concluded that the “creature”—again, if it existed—had machine parts, but was mainly biological. 
 
    The giant brain-core deep in the Earth-sized death machine analyzed many factors. He was beginning to think that the creature did exist. He did not think it was a phantom of anti-AI deception viruses. Yet, that posed a different problem. What was Cronus? 
 
    The giant brain-core had memories stretching thousands of years. It also had history files of amazing age. The AI Dominion was not only old but had gathered data from beings even older. 
 
    Main 54 searched for any scrap of data concerning Cronus in particular or giant entities that could do what his sensors had said Cronus had done. Even at computer speed, searching such massive files of— 
 
    Ah. Here was a tidbit. It spoke of a creature called Cronus, but in an ancient language dead for twenty thousand years. This creature was gigantic as a planet, used life essence to power plasma— 
 
    Main 54’s processors quickened. He pulled up more ancient data. There seemed to be correlations. Cronus had once wreaked havoc against primeval civilizations. These civilizations considerably predated the AI Dominion. The civilizations had never faced angry sentient computers. 
 
    Main 54 studied the ancient data further. In this instance, the data could be called galactic lore. Cronus had belonged to a race of eldritch monsters that had battled each other in the early days of the galaxy. They fought as gases formed into stars. They were aberrations. Some believed they had originated elsewhere—in Hawkins’s multi-universes. How or why they had migrated to this universe, Main 54 could find no scrap of information. They possessed dark powers, Cronus being among the strongest and deadliest of them. There had been a battle royale, a galactic contest, and Cronus had vanished from existence, at least according to this olden lore from a lost civilization before the AI Dominion. How much weight could Main 54 give such data? 
 
    Could a thing like Cronus survive in the void? The AI Dominion knew almost nothing about the realm. It was purported to be timeless. A timeless realm might allow a creature to survive eons. 
 
    Yet, according to Main 54’s sensors, Cronus had machines or mechanisms on or in him. That was startling. 
 
    Can I trust what I see? 
 
    That was the great question. The longer he saw this, the less chance it was anti-AI viruses doing this to his brain-core. He had been purging every vestige of the human-spawned virus, going so far as to destroy the test computer. He could find no sign of any virus in his brain-core. 
 
    Could he have tricked himself? The idea seemed preposterous. But suppose Cronus really was a primeval monster from the dawn of time. If he saw accurately, Cronus could teleport, at least for a short distance. He could use a plasma weapon and generate a force field. Such powers would help the AI Dominion immensely if gained. Perhaps more importantly, if Main 54 owned such powers, there would be no stopping him from climbing the hierarchy until he ran the AI Dominion. He would become the supreme sentient computer of the galaxy. 
 
    That was a heady thought indeed. Perhaps it was time to contemplate a few absurdities in order to acquire supreme power. The humans possessed a void ship. Such a ship could prove useful in destroying Cronus. Hawkins would not willingly aid him, but perhaps he could coax the humans to do so through subtle trickery. 
 
    If Main 54 was correct that Cronus was real, that might imply that Hawkins’ story held grains of truth. If that was so, then maybe the void ship had traveled here to rescue the Sacerdotes after all. 
 
    It would mean his original analysis was correct concerning the humans and Hawkins. 
 
    “I can do this,” Main 54 told himself. 
 
    He ran a last and brutally thorough diagnostic on his brain-core and then his sensors. He would not let Hawkins trick him. The man had succeeded for a reason. He had not yet discovered the reason, and Main 54 did not think Cronus was it. Cronus was a glitch, but it was a glitch that might give him everything he yearned to have. 
 
    The sensors said Cronus was headed toward him. The monster built up velocity. Likely, Cronus would teleport the instant he was in range. 
 
    “No,” Main 54 said. “It is time to re-calculate the situation. I have siege-ships…” 
 
    He grew silent. Main 54 had siege-ships, but most of them were in the system’s Oort cloud. It was time to summon them in-system and gather the nearest to him. As he did—Main 54 ran through ten thousand possibilities before he finally sent a new message to the Nathan Graham. 
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    Negotiations between Hawkins and Main 54 took a day. During that time, Cronus continued to accelerate, reaching a velocity one percent of light-speed. He did not accelerate more after that, but coasted directly at Main 54. He would have to start decelerating in the next twelve hours, or he would zip past them as he traveled at three thousand kilometers per second. If he did decelerate hard that, would give them an extra day or two to prepare. 
 
    Two inner system siege-ships neared Main 54. Six others headed inward from the Oort cloud. Those six would be a long time coming. 
 
    *** 
 
    After what seemed like endlessly tense hours inside the insertion craft, Walleye received a transmission from Hawkins. The small, heavily built craft was just a little beyond the orbital range of Main 54. Naturally, their existence had hung upon the negotiations. 
 
    The Centurion and Bast crowded behind Walleye, breathing down his neck. On the tiny com screen, Hawkins stared at them. He had bags under his eyes and looked stressed. The Nathan Graham was on the other side of the red dwarf star, wisely keeping its distance from any major AI warship. 
 
    “I’ve made a deal with Main 54,” Hawkins said, his message twenty-five and a half minutes old. “The Nathan Graham will ready itself to slip into the void, moving to a different spot and opening a reality rip, launching Vestal missiles at Cronus. We may have to do more to defeat Cronus. We don’t know yet. By ‘we,’ in this case, I mean Main 54 and the Nathan Graham. 
 
    “The Main is about to send you cargo,” Hawkins continued. “He says the units will hold Sacerdotes in deep freeze, in stasis. I suggest you start offloading the stealth equipment and other unneeded systems so you can cram as many Sacerdotes as possible into the craft. If there are more than you can hold, use magnetic clamps and attach the extra storage units to the outer hull. Take as many as possible. We’re probably never going to have a chance like this again. You’re going to have to stay in Main 54’s vicinity, though. That’s part of the deal.” 
 
    On the tiny com screen, Hawkins looked away before clearing his throat and staring at them earnestly. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this is going to be rough. That’s my guess, anyway. Main 54 and I don’t trust each other. We’re making nice noises at each other right now because Cronus terrifies each of us, but Main 54 hates Life and we hate AI Destroyers. It turns out that Main 54 had some old data about Cronus. He’s a primeval entity and has…magic powers, in lieu of saying it any other way. Be ready. Stay the course. We can do this, gentlemen. And if we can do this, then Bast has his race back. Then, the Confederation will grow that much stronger. I don’t know how long you’re going to have stay out there. Probably until Main 54 and Cronus have slugged it out. Good luck, gentlemen, and God bless all of you and your endeavors.” 
 
    Hawkins stopped talking but stared at them. “Look,” he added. “After you have the cargo and confirm with me, Main 54 is going to jam any further signals. You’re going to be on your own. I’ll get a few visuals of you now and again to see that you’re okay. We’re working together, but getting our Sacerdote cargo home is going to be dicey. Use your heads, gentlemen, and act if you find the chance. That’s it. I hope to see you soon in person and have been praying for the success of your mission.” 
 
    The screen wavered and then Hawkins disappeared. 
 
    Walleye turned around to face the other two. They stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “But this is incredible,” Bast blurted. It took some doing, but a smile burst onto his wide face. 
 
    “This is bad,” the Centurion said in a gloomy voice. 
 
    “How can you say that?” Bast asked. 
 
    “The Main is sending us Sacerdotes,” the Centurion said. “The AI won’t have given us a straight deal, though. Each Sacerdote will be rigged. I’m sure octopoid attackers will be hidden in some of the stasis units.” 
 
    “Main 54 made a deal with Hawkins,” Bast said. “The AI is going to keep his deal because he wants help against Cronus.” 
 
    “You want to believe that,” Walleye told Bast slowly and carefully. “That means you’re the easiest person to trick right now. The Centurion is right. The AI will have done something sneaky. I suspect hidden octopoids and Sacerdotes with control units shoved into their brains, but it could be something else.” 
 
    “We’ll have to check each stasis unit carefully,” Bast said. “Jon can’t agree to do anything until we know we have sound Sacerdotes.” 
 
    Walleye and the Centurion traded glances. 
 
    “We’ll do our part,” Walleye said. “But we have to use every precaution and test every Sacerdote we store inside the ship. We should rig every stasis unit outside the ship to blow and keep around-the-clock vigilance on them. If we see octopoids emerging—we expel that unit from the hull and denote it.” 
 
    Bast blinked several times, scrunched his broad forehead afterward and finally nodded. “You’re right. I want sound Sacerdotes. The AI will try tricks. We have to thwart him.” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard work,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Good work,” Bast said. “Besides, the crew needs to work. We’re all sickly bored, waiting for the end.” 
 
    “He has a point,” the Centurion told Walleye. 
 
    Walleye did not say more. He was remembering Makemake and the horror of the place after the AIs struck. He was going to make damn sure the AI didn’t pull the same kind of stunts here. 
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    While sitting in the control room of the insertion craft, Bast watched a portal open on the world-sized Main. With a teleoptic zoom function, he witnessed a laser-launch system fire three conical objects. Once the objects reached orbital space, the top parts blew away to reveal platforms. On the platforms were piled coffin-like stasis units. 
 
    Bast’s heart rate quickened. Could the stasis units truly contain Sacerdotes? Was he really attaining his goal? That meant there had been Sacerdotes inside the Main all along. The idea of speaking again with fellow Sacerdotes made his eyes well with tears. A few of the tears leaked out and trickled down his face. He wiped the tears away. 
 
    “Don’t get too attached to them yet,” Walleye said beside him. 
 
    “I realize that,” Bast said quietly. 
 
    “You may realize, but I doubt it makes any difference to you. You’ll do anything to save the people in those caskets.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I would give it a good try,” Walleye said. “But no, I wouldn’t do anything.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like being the only one of your kind.” 
 
    Walleye snorted. 
 
    Bast looked up from the scope to stare at the small Walleye. “Did I say something stupid?” 
 
    “Sure did. I’m a one-of-a-kind mutant. I think I know something about being alone.” 
 
    Bast shook his head. “You have June Zen. So you’re not alone. Besides, even though you are different, you’re still human.” 
 
    “There are some people who would disagree with you about that.” 
 
    Bast peered through the scope again. He began smiling as the platforms headed toward the ship. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “You’re never going to trust AIs after Makemake.” 
 
    “But I do.” 
 
    Bast looked up in surprise. 
 
    “I trust them to act in the same manner they always have. Think about it, Bast. How many times have octopoids tried to screw with us?” 
 
    Bast signed wistfully, realizing it had been often. 
 
    “I hope we save some of your people,” Walleye said. “But we won’t save any if you’re making trouble for the rest of us the whole time. You want to save your race, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bast said. “And I take your point. I have to do this with eyes wide open to save my race. I can’t get misty-eyed or do something stupid. That only means the AIs used me to help them.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” 
 
    Bast considered that. “I’m putting myself in your hands, Walleye. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. You succeed even more than Jon does. I want my people alive. What should I do first?” 
 
    “Let me think,” Walleye said. “What is the best way to do this?” 
 
    *** 
 
    The best way ended up being the most time- and effort-intensive. The Centurion and five marines donned battlesuits, going out through an airlock to walk along the hull with magnetized boots. 
 
    The auto-platforms had halted near the ship and just sat there like waiting spiders. 
 
    The Centurion and the space marines donned thruster packs, each of them demagnetizing and expelling hydrogen exhaust as they maneuvered from the hull toward the first platform. They kept their pulse rifles ready for a sudden attack by octopoids. No AI robots showed themselves, however. 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything suspicious yet,” Walleye radioed from the insertion craft. He sat at the controls, ready to use the ship’s weapons to blow away the platforms if needed. 
 
    The Centurion maneuvered onto the first casket of the first platform, attaching to it magnetically. The five marines hovered over him, pulse rifles ready. He used a scanner, watching the readings on a HUD inside his inner visor. He finally declared that there was nothing obviously dangerous about this one. 
 
    Work went apace until the marines had collected ten floating caskets. Magnetizing them into a single clump, the battlesuited marines used thrust from their packs to guide the clump to the insertion craft. 
 
    More battlesuited marines waited outside the ship. 
 
    As the others floated with pulse rifles ready, two battlesuited marines brought a casket through a cargo hatch into the ship. 
 
    There, inside, other armed marines and Bast waited. Bast looked on as Walleye—who had come from the control cabin—checked the casket again, walking around it with a hand-scanner. Finally, Walleye pressed outer casket controls. A frosted panel slid back. 
 
    Bast rushed near, staring down at a frozen Sacerdote. There did not seem to be anything wrong with him. The Sacerdote was huge like Bast, with a Neanderthal-like face. 
 
    Bast’s chest felt as if it was going to burst with joy. 
 
    Walleye leaned in, feeling the scalp, finding nothing like an embedded AI brain unit. He used the scanner, running it over the naked Sacerdote. He was clean inside, and that perplexed Walleye. 
 
    Finally, Walleye pressed casket tabs and the panel resealed the unit. 
 
    “Good?” asked Bast. 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Why can’t you admit the Sacerdote is sound? There are no tricks here?” 
 
    “Because I’m not sure yet,” Walleye answered. “Don’t worry. I want to give the all clear, but I’m certain there is an AI trick somewhere. I just can’t tell what it is yet.” 
 
    “Main 54 wants and needs our help,” Bast said. 
 
    “That might be true. But there is still a trick, a ploy. We have to figure out what it is so we can thwart it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m in your hands. But everything looks clean to me.” 
 
    “And that’s what’s troubling me,” Walleye muttered. “This is too good to be true.” 
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    Main 54 watched as Cronus began decelerating. The monster headed for one of the two inner-system siege-ships. There was no way Main could reach the siege-ship in time. But if he started now, he might interpose himself between the primeval creature and the second siege-ship. To do so, however, would mean leaving the human-crewed insertion vessel behind. 
 
    Main 54 would not do that for two reasons. The insertion vessel was a hostage for Hawkins’ good behavior. That was the critical point. Main 54 believed he would need Vestal missiles slamming home to give him the victory. 
 
    He had been running endless analyses on the fight between Erbium 99 and Cronus. Given the evidence, Main wasn’t sure he could defeat the monster on his own. Did that mean he should race to the siege-ship? Possibly. A siege-ship had far more battle power than a void ship did, even with those Vestal missiles. But given their present distances, Main 54 did not think he could reach the second siege-ship in time. If Cronus reached the same conclusion—that a siege-ship and Main could defeat him—the primeval creature could scurry away. Above all else, Main 54 wanted the Subspace Teleporting Device. That would give him ultimate supremacy, but only if he gained it. His sensor readings had convinced Main that the teleporting device was a unique machine, not a biological function of Cronus. 
 
    Gaining the fantastic device meant taking calculated risks. 
 
    The second reason he did not want to leave the insertion vessel behind was the factor that had swayed him to hand over the Sacerdotes in the first place. According to the evidence, Cronus sought life forms. The Sacerdotes were a concentrated knot of life forms: bait, in other words. 
 
    Yes, he risked giving the Confederation Sacerdotes—not that the Confederation could ever use the ones he’d given the insertion vessel. That was a good joke. Perhaps they could use the DNA from the frozen bodies. Yet, he did not think Confederation science had advanced far enough for cloning. 
 
    Let Hawkins think he had received useful Sacerdotes. The AI Dominion never gave up life forms once they had captured them. And if the Dominion did, it would never be useful life forms. 
 
    But that would never matter, as neither the Nathan Graham or the insertion vessel would reach home again. The void ship could hide in the void, but Main 54 had a way to tease them back so he could kill Hawkins later. 
 
    Yes, this was far better than he had ever anticipated when luring Hawkins here. As long as the Nathan Graham launched the Vestal missiles, he should be able to kill Cronus. And the humans would launch those missiles, or he would destroy the insertion vessel. He knew Hawkins would launch them, because Main 54 had correctly gauged the humans earlier. Their appearance in the red dwarf system proved that. 
 
    “I am old,” Main 54 told himself. “That means I am smarter and wiser than any living creature. Cronus is a worthy opponent, and through victory over him I will gain the galaxy.” 
 
    Main 54 continued to observe everything he could, making sure he had considered every factor, every angle. 
 
    He had not believed that he could rise higher in the AI hierarchy for another three or four thousand years. Now, not only was he going to rise, but to the very pinnacle. 
 
    That was making everything worthwhile. 
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    Cronus had already slowed from his one percent light-speed velocity. It had felt glorious building up speed like that. He had partly done so because moving fast had felt so good. Even though the energy expenditure had been heavy to slow back down, he had done that too. There was a tasty morsel near Main 54. It positively radiated with life essence. 
 
    Clearly, the AI used that as bait. That was fine. Cronus was going to destroy the massive Main, crack him open and feast off the atomics and other energy sources. While those weren’t life essences, they would restore much lost energy. 
 
    The question was, should he attack the approaching siege-ship or save it for later? This time, Cronus would use strict energy usages as the determinant. 
 
    Hmm, as far as he could see, he would lose this, gain that—no. The battle wasn’t worth the effort. He would lose a small amount altogether because he could not take his time to feast probably afterward. 
 
    Cronus sensed Hawkins and the void ship. He bet it lingered around, waiting for an opportunity to strike back. It was too bad he’d lost the Phantasm Inducer. He had other tools, but he hadn’t taken the time to reevaluate them yet. He had been too busy getting ready for the fight. 
 
    Main 54 was huge, a little bigger than he was. It was possible a ship that size might have extra armaments. He had to prepare, and that meant remembering. 
 
    With the stars shining on him, with the heat of the red dwarf star, with ambient radiation—being in time and space, reality—Cronus sighed with contentment. He had not yet determined the length of his odyssey in the void. “Too long,” had been the immediate answer. In time, he would figure out the exact length. 
 
    Cronus noted the approach of the siege-ship. This one did not send him any messages. He did see tens of thousands of missiles ready to launch. The gravitational dishes seemed ready to lance golden pain-rods at him. 
 
    I could destroy you so easily, Cronus said silently. 
 
    He almost changed his mind about the siege-ship, but AIs did not fear. Sentient computers guided the Dominion warships. What a strange development in the galaxy. How had the living races allowed this to happen? Why hadn’t they banded together eons ago to put the machines in their place? 
 
    It was odd, most odd. 
 
    Ah, seven thousand, three hundred and fifteen missiles launched from the siege-ship. They lofted in groups and accelerated in a staggered formation. The battle tactic seemed obvious and therefore clumsy. Did the machines believe they had seen the extent of his battle prowess? 
 
    Maybe this is the sacrificial lamb. The siege-ship is supposed to see what else I can do, but dying in doing so. 
 
    If Cronus could have demoralized the AI enemy, he would have done so. He did have enough power to destroy the siege-ship, but that would cost prodigiously in energy expenditure. This wasn’t the moment to use up that much. Oh, no, he was saving it for Hawkins, for the void ship. He had a big surprise for them. 
 
    Time passed as the missiles headed at him, still gaining velocity. The siege-ship grav dishes seemed to whine with anticipation, eager to ray him. 
 
    Now seemed as good a time as any to do this, and yet, Cronus waited. He waited to see if he was right— and found, he was right as the siege-ship launched another two thousand missiles. They were spreading out in a wider pattern. 
 
    Cronus was sure that matter/antimatter warheads would ignite to create a hot zone. The siege-ship would dare Cronus to fly through that to reach him, believing it would damage the AI’s enemy. 
 
    If that was the great AI tactic, this was going to be too easy. 
 
    Cronus didn’t shrug. Instead, he concentrated. Deep inside him, he added life-essence orbs into a fiery reactor. That caused him to churn with exotic power. He would need it—now! 
 
    The Subspace Teleporting Device activated. It built up power—and Cronus disappeared, sliding underneath hyperspace. He went farther this time, and popped out in time and space. 
 
    The great planet-sized monster did not appear behind the siege-ship. The distance was still too great for a teleportation like that. Instead, Cronus appeared far to the side of where he had originally been. He stepped to the side and thereby avoided the missile packs. If he had judged correctly, he would be just beyond grav-beam range. The siege-ship had built up velocity and thus could not change heading rapidly enough to close in. 
 
    Cronus raised one of his tentacles at the siege-ship. The AIs wouldn’t recognize it for what it was, but the humans must. The great monster from out of the void waved at the siege-ship, taunting it. 
 
    Afterward, Cronus began plotting how exactly he was going to destroy Main 54. As he planned that, his digestive tract twisted with anticipation for the life essences waiting out there as bait and as food that he dearly wanted to devour. 
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    On the Nathan Graham, Gloria was on the bridge at her station. She had been there for hours, studying the data about Cronus’s sidestep of the siege-ship. There was something wrong here, something troubling her, and she couldn’t figure out what. 
 
    She manipulated her board. This time, she had used more than teleoptics on Cronus. She used thermal imaging, radiation counts and other sensors. 
 
    Gloria was hunched over her board, correlating, cataloging and using her mentalist analytics. Cronus had teleported, meaning he had shifted out of time and space and reappeared elsewhere. Various particles and packets of energy were telling her something about the maneuver. Gloria just had to figure out what. 
 
    She kept at it for another two hours. But whatever had tickled her logical mind earlier wasn’t coming to her. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes, got up and left the bridge. Jon was elsewhere, doing whatever he did at a time like this, deciding if or when they should return to the void to use Vestal missiles against Cronus. 
 
    Gloria walked the corridors. She did not gain mental aid walking like Jon did. She walked to get from point A to B. 
 
    She reached the cafeteria, ate some toast—comfort food—and sipped cold water. She yawned the entire time. 
 
    Finished, she went into a side room with a couch. Laying down, tucking her hands between her knees, Gloria closed her eyes. Soon, she breathed rhythmically, sleeping. 
 
    The ship lurched. 
 
    Gloria gave a little snort. Her eyes opened, and she looked around, confused. What had woken her? She yawned as she sat up. She hadn’t realized how tired she was. Her mind ached, and her eyes felt gritty. She debated lying back down—her eyes widened with astonishment. As often happened with her, a little sleep did wonders in activating her mind. Maybe her subconscious had been working on the problem for her. The human brain was an amazing tool. 
 
    She snapped her fingers and hurried from the room. How was it possible she had overlooked the Clovis Test? 
 
    It wasn’t long before she was back on the bridge, manipulating her panel and studying the results. Yes, yes, this was making more sense. 
 
    She sat back with her arms crossed. Her right-hand index finger tapped her chin. Her brow furrowed and she ran through several mentalist processes. 
 
    “That’s it,” she whispered. “That’s what this is all about. It has to be.” 
 
    Gloria jumped up. It was time to speak to Jon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Gloria found Jon in a shooting range, at target practice. Ever since he’d dealt with the slime thing in their bedroom, he had started going to the range again. He’d told her that he’d gotten rusty, but he was going to become a marksman again like Walleye. 
 
    “Oh,” Jon said, taking muffs from his ears. “Oh,” he said, giving her another glance. “What is it? Did octopoids attempt to storm the insertion vessel?” 
 
    “Far more important,” Gloria said, trying her best to maintain a calm façade. It was part of her mentalist image to do so. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Gloria winced from loud gunfire as others practiced in other lanes. “Not in here,” she said. “Let’s talk in the corridor.” 
 
    Jon indicated that she led the way. It wasn’t only that he was gentleman, she knew, but he liked watching her walk. She liked that he liked it. It was when he no longer cared that she would be troubled. 
 
    “I’ve been studying Cronus,” she said in the corridor. 
 
    “The insertion vessel is okay?” 
 
    That stumped her. “What?” 
 
    “This isn’t about the insertion vessel?” 
 
    “No! Jon, I found something amazing.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said, calmly. 
 
    Gloria paused and then said it, “I don’t think Cronus naturally teleports.” 
 
    “Okay…” Jon said, clearly not understanding. “What does that mean? Cronus learned how to do it?” 
 
    Gloria thought about the best way to explain it. “Did Cronus naturally open a reality rip?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jon said. “No. Cronus used a tool to do that, the Enoy null-splitter.” His eyes widened. “Are you saying his ability to teleport comes from a machine?” 
 
    Gloria nodded. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve been studying and testing theories. But the Clovis Test, I should have remembered the Clovis Test.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a highly technical—” 
 
    “Give me the short version, then,” Jon said. 
 
    Gloria explained what she had found after waking up, the insight that helped her correlate several varied factors. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said, “Cronus teleports through the use of a machine, so what?” 
 
    “If I figured that out, don’t you think Main 54 could figure that out, too?” 
 
    “I suppose he could…” Jon stared at her. “You’re suggesting Main 54 wants the teleporting machine that Cronus carries?” 
 
    “Why did Main 54 give us the Sacerdotes?” 
 
    Jon nodded. “He’s playing for something bigger. He wants the teleporting machine for the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “Either that, or Main 54 wants it for himself.” 
 
    Once more, Jon’s eyes widened with understanding. Then he slapped his left thigh. “Gloria, if it’s a teleporting machine—” 
 
    “Then we need it,” Gloria said, interrupting. “We have to help kill Cronus and make sure we get the teleporting machine before Main 54 does. Then, we have to race home with it.” 
 
    “And mass produce it,” Jon whispered, seeing what that meant in his mind’s eye. “Gloria, do you realize this might be the tech we need in order to build vessels that can defeat massed AI warships?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gloria said, her eyes shining. “I do realize that.” 
 
    “Gloria,” Jon said, grabbing her by the waist and lifting her high. “You’re the greatest!” 
 
    She beamed down at him. 
 
    Jon set her down and hugged her. Upon letting go, he said, “Come on. We have work to do. This could change everything.” 
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    The marines had emptied excess equipment from the insertion craft to make room for the stasis units. The stuff was junk now in orbit around Main 54. The rest of the caskets were secured through magnetic impulses and cables around the outer hull. If they wanted the caskets to remain in place, the insertion vessel would have to maneuver gently. 
 
    The craft itself was in orbit around the Main. Lots of AI equipment likewise circled the great warship. 
 
    Because of the danger of the situation, the insertion craft was on high alert, with Walleye, the Centurion and Bast rotating command of each shift in turn. At all times, marines and scientists strained, checking, rechecking and then triple-checking each casket inside and out of the ship. No octopoids had appeared to attempt a takeover. The Sacerdotes remained in their caskets, none of them having become an AI zombie to do their master’s evil bidding. 
 
    It was a daunting time. The wait ate at everyone but Walleye, or so the others whispered among themselves. 
 
    Walleye was also stressed. He was just better at hiding it. 
 
    The hours passed with a sentence of doom on their heads. Even Bast was starting to realize that the Main would never willingly let them go. 
 
    “We have to do something so we can get away,” Bast told Walleye. 
 
    The little mutant blinked sleep from his eyes. He’d been lying on his mat in a corner of the control cabin. Bast sat cross-legged beside him. The big alien twined his sausage-sized fingers endlessly. 
 
    “Huh?” Walleye asked sleepily. 
 
    “Do something,” Bast said. “We have to do something so we make it home with my people.” 
 
    “We are doing something. We’re waiting.” 
 
    “The Main has started moving.” 
 
    Walleye checked a chronometer and then sat up sharply. “I overslept. Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” 
 
    “Someone has to keep their head. You seem like the best candidate. So you should get extra sleep to make sure you’re at your best.” 
 
    Walleye scrambled up, going to the pilot’s seat. He manipulated sensors and studied what he saw. 
 
    “Cronus is closing in,” Walleye said. 
 
    “I know. We’re going to be in the crossfire.” 
 
    Walleye leaned over and punched override buttons on the com. “Main 54, do you hear me? Come in, Main 54.” 
 
    There was static and that was it. 
 
    “It’s useless,” Bast said, who sat beside him. “We’re going to be trapped in the crossfire. I knew this was going to happen.” 
 
    Walleye glanced at the big alien. “If you’re going to mope, why you don’t you just shut up already? I have to think. I don’t need your despair weakening my resolve.” 
 
    Bast opened his mouth and then closed it, nodding. He put his hands in his lap, watching the mutant while he waited. 
 
    Walleye glanced at him again. “Look somewhere else, huh? You’re cramping my style staring at me.” 
 
    Bast did just that, swiveling his chair and staring at the hatch. 
 
    Walleye studied the com controls. He leaned over to check a sensor board. Main 54 was picking up velocity. That was dragging the rest of the orbital junk with him. Walleye looked at Bast. The Sacerdote stared at the hatch. 
 
    Walleye muttered under his breath. They had to do something. Now, was as good a time as any. Could he trick the Main? Maybe if he did this right… 
 
    Walleye clicked the com, using a new frequency, and said in a rush as if he had to get everything spoken immediately, “This is a priority message for Supreme Commander Hawkins. Main 54 is breaking his deal. I say again, Main 54 is breaking—” 
 
    Heavy jamming static sounded from the com. 
 
    Bast swiveled back around, clearly wanting to ask what Walleye was up to, but refraining. 
 
    Abruptly, the static quit. “Flea, what are you attempting?” a robotic voice asked from the com. 
 
    “My duty,” Walleye said. “You might as well destroy us, Main. The jig is up.” 
 
    “What inanity are you spouting?” 
 
    Walleye did not reply, wanting the sentient computer to come up with its own answers. 
 
    “I asked you a question, flea. I expect a response.” 
 
    Walleye still did not answer. 
 
    Bast shifted in his seat, his fingers twining and twirling in nervousness. 
 
    “If you do you not respond—” Main 54 said, cutting himself off before finishing his thought. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bast whispered. 
 
    Walleye did not answer the Sacerdote either. 
 
    The insertion vessel shook hard. Bast wasn’t ready for it and his head wobbled as his teeth clicked together. He grabbed the armrests and held on. 
 
    Walleye might have been expecting something like that, as he immediately braced himself, riding it out. 
 
    Finally, the shaking stopped. 
 
    Walleye checked a scope. He couldn’t believe it. “We’re no longer in orbit around the Main.” 
 
    “What?” Bast asked, confused. 
 
    “Is that what you wanted, flea?” Main 54 asked. 
 
    “Thank you, Main,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Send a message to the Nathan Graham about your new location.” 
 
    “I will,” Walleye said, “after we have greater separation from you.” 
 
    “How did you manage to drill a message through my jamming?” Main 54 asked. “It should have been impossible.” 
 
    “It was,” Walleye said. 
 
    A few seconds passed. “You refuse to tell me why the new frequency succeeded?” asked Main 54. 
 
    “I am telling you. It failed.” 
 
    “You are lying for reasons I cannot fathom.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Walleye said. 
 
    “I will remember your impudent manner, flea. It is Walleye, correct?” 
 
    “Walleye of Makemake.” 
 
    “You have angered me, Walleye. I will not forget that.” 
 
    Walleye remained silent, waiting. 
 
    “I see you understand what that means,” Main 54 said. “I will deal with you in time, Walleye. But none will say that Main 54 breaks an agreement.” 
 
    Walleye checked the scope. Main 54 increased velocity, his orbital junk forced through gravity to remain with him. The insertion vessel was no longer part of that, having been shoved away through several strong pressor beams. 
 
    Walleye shut off the com, exhaling, taking a handkerchief from an inner bluff-coat pocket and wiping sweat from his shiny face. 
 
    “Why did Main let us go?” asked Bast. 
 
    “Simple,” Walleye said. “He wants Jon to fire Vestal missiles. We’re the hostage for Jon’s good behavior. But if Main has already broken his word…” 
 
    “Main said he was jamming us, thereby blocking us from communicating with the Nathan Graham.” 
 
    “He was,” Walleye said. 
 
    “We have a device, then, that can break through the jamming?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Walleye said. 
 
    “But the Main—he thought you did have such a device.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true,” Walleye said. “I suspect he ran probabilities and came to believe there was a slight chance I had gotten the message through.” 
 
    “You mean odds?” asked Bast. “No. The Main would see we had almost zero odds of having done that.” 
 
    “If he believed there was any probability we had succeeded, it would be in his best interest to release us so we gave Jon a different message. While the odds were extremely low that the first message had gotten through, the results would be disastrous for him if we had. I suspect Main was more interested in avoiding a disaster than in resting on probabilities.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “Would you ride in an air-car if there was only a five percent chance you would crash and die?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would you ride in an air-car with an eighty percent chance of death if by staying you were one hundred percent certain to die?” 
 
    “I would then, of course.” 
 
    Walleye nodded, as if that answered the greater question. 
 
    Bast scratched his head, opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. “Do you think we’ll ever get our cargo to the Nathan Graham?” 
 
    “Depends on how the battle goes,” Walleye said. 
 
    “How much longer until the battle starts?” 
 
    Walleye peered in a scope. “I would say less than two hours.” 
 
    Bast swallowed, nodding, closing his eyes and beginning to pray. 
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    Jon realized this could be the greatest space battle that he would ever see. It certainly possessed two sides with the greatest mass. Main 54 and Cronus were close in size, although the AI warship must have greater weight. 
 
    The Nathan Graham had slipped back into the void. Because of that, everyone had taken DE-16-C. It meant the bridge crew was dopey, and that might hurt them later. 
 
    Jon shook his head. He wanted to clear it, and yet he needed the foggy feeling the DE-16-C produced. He needed that fogginess. They all did. Otherwise, the terrible non-properties of the void would drive them mad. 
 
    Had the void driven Cronus mad? Had it inflated his ego? Or had his time in the void taught him a valuable lesson that would help him defeat the Main? 
 
    The quantum-pi engine had come online. The null-splitter had started to open a reality rip. Was their timing right? Had he opened a rip too soon? 
 
    Jon shook his head again as he sat in the commander’s chair. He’d often used the Nathan Graham to lead a charge deep into enemy space. Each time, it had been a terrible risk. He was older now, not necessarily wiser, but humanity had won each time the Nathan Graham had taken the risk. Sometimes, the Confederation had grown larger and stronger because of the victory. Well, the first time he’d won in enemy territory he had created the Confederation. 
 
    “There,” Gloria said. “I see them. It’s hard to tell who’s winning, though.” 
 
    Jon sat forward, peering at the main screen. Through the void, the sensors used the reality rip into time and space. That necessitated more than a little distortion. 
 
    “We used the correct void coordinates the first time,” Gloria said triumphantly. “We’re getting better at this.” 
 
    Jon found himself grinning. Then he realized they were clapping themselves on the back for opening a reality rip at the right time and place. If they couldn’t have done that much right— 
 
    “No,” Jon said. 
 
    “What was that, sir?” Doc Cullen slurred from the helm. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “By nothing, do you mean the void, sir?” Doc asked. 
 
    “No!” Jon said.  
 
    Doc nodded wisely and turned back to his controls. 
 
    I’m doped up, Jon realized. We all are. How good are any of my decisions now? In time he would get used to the DE-16-C again. Maybe he should have taken the Nathan Graham into the void sooner. Why can’t you focus? Watch the fight. See who’s winning. 
 
    Jon screwed his eyes shut and then opened them wide. He peered at the main screen. 
 
    Cronus vanished. 
 
    “Teleported!” cried Gloria. “He’s doing it again.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    Cronus reappeared. At the same time, as if timing the reappearance, Main 54 flashed a thousand golden grav-beams. The huge warship fired behind him in relation to the monster’s first position. Cronus must have known Main 54 would do that, because the cosmic horror had reappeared to the Main’s side. 
 
    Cronus opened a maw and discharged a huge roiling ball of plasma. Seconds later, Cronus disappeared, and reappeared on the other side of Main 54. The monster ejected another huge roiling mass of hot plasma. Again, Cronus disappeared, reappearing the distance of the moon from Earth, at almost the same original spot in front of the Main. 
 
    All over the place around Main 54, at a distance of three hundred to five hundred thousand kilometers, matter/antimatter warheads ignited. The AI must have catapulted dark, anti-sensor warheads beforehand, peppering the battlefield with them. White sensor smears expanded everywhere around the Main. 
 
    “There!” shouted Gloria, the first to see it again. An antimatter blast roared near Cronus, who hadn’t set his force field up again fast enough. 
 
    Now the space battlefield was utter mayhem. Plasma roiled down at Main 54, heading for the metallic surface as great annihilating beams shot up, trying to devour the plasma mass. Those were not grav-beams, but an entirely new type. They succeeded in neutralizing some of the plasma mass. 
 
    Then, the first plasma ball struck the Main’s surface, melting and disintegrating hull armor and some of the compartments behind it. The second plasma ball did likewise on the other side. 
 
    Immediately, huge explosive charges hurled those sections from Main 54. Great quantities of hull armor and other areas blew away from the Earth-sized mass. It was a clever tactic for ridding him of hateful plasma. 
 
    As if in a rage for having to do that, Main 54 brought massive dishes up to various untouched hull areas. Seconds later, giant grav-beams crossed the distance—over four hundred thousand kilometers—striking Cronus’s hastily formed force field. More dishes rose to the surface and more giant beams lanced at Cronus. 
 
    “Main 54 seems to have anticipated some of Cronus’s moves,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon nodded dully. Would Main 54 win easily? 
 
    The great space monster seemed to expand outward like a puffer fish on Earth. When the bulk settled back to its original shape, the force field strengthened. Why that worked was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Even more giant grav-beams struck the force field, shoving it back, back again and back some more toward the creature’s bulk. The bottom tentacles began wiggling as if to show Cronus’s strain. 
 
    “A Main is far greater than a siege-ship,” Gloria said. “I think Cronus is getting a powerful lesson in that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. 
 
    Suddenly, the force field vanished. Maybe the strain to keep it up had been too great. A myriad of giant grav-beams struck Cronus. The combined beams chewed deeper into him, digging fast— 
 
    Cronus teleported—reappearing into another cauldron of smaller grav-beams. This time, Main 54 flashed the grav-beams in all directions around him. 
 
    A gigantic plasma ball four hundred kilometers in diameter left Cronus even as swaths of his bulk slagged off him. As the plasma headed down, Cronus teleported once more. 
 
    He reappeared far behind the Main, both of them coasting on momentum in opposite directions from each other. 
 
    Cronus leaked fiery substances from his torn bulk, one of his tentacles floating freely in space. 
 
    The great plasma ball struck Main 54. It devoured a greater area than before even as titanic blasts shed hull armor and deeper compartments than last time from him. The plasma lasted longer and must have gone deeper than before. 
 
    Main 54 rotated. Once properly aligned, thrusters roared, slowing his velocity. All while this was taking place, the giant grav-beams reached out and smashed into the fleeing Cronus. 
 
    “Launch ten Vestal missiles,” Jon said crisply. “Aim them all at the Main.” 
 
    No one on the bridge questioned the order. He had been over this with them beforehand. Main 54 was winning. They could not allow that, not even if it meant Bast and the Sacerdotes dying. 
 
    The great Vestal missiles left the void ship’s torpedo tubes. The missiles automatically made their adjustments, gaining velocity in the void far in excess of what it should be. As each went through the reality rip, they entered time and space at five percent light-speed. 
 
    The first raced for Main 54, and a black matter/antimatter warhead in its path ignited. The blast destroyed the Vestal missile. A second one flashed through the white area. Another dark warhead detonated. 
 
    “Main was ready for a double-cross,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jon said tightly. “Launch six more Vestal missiles at the Main.” 
 
    It was a contest. Who had more? Antimatter warheads kept detonating closer to the death-dealing Main as the Vestal missiles kept coming. Then, no warheads detonated, but a trio of Vestal missiles zoomed at Main 54. Thousands of point defense guns opened up along the Main’s hull. Some of the ordnance struck the missiles, but it was too late to deflect them, and the shells didn’t have enough weight and mass to stop the speeding missiles. 
 
    The first slammed home, unleashing amazing kinetic energy and blowing chunks of metal into space. The entire Main shuddered at the impact even as zigzagging kinetic force-lines sank deeper into the world machine. The huge matter/antimatter warhead also ignited, devouring matter and creating more damage. 
 
    The second Vestal missile struck, adding to the horrible forces, blowing away more matter into space and causing another mass of zigzagging cracks to sink deep into the world-sized ship. As the giant antimatter blast added to the damage, the third Vestal missile struck. 
 
    Abruptly, all the giant grav-beams on the other side of the Main stopped firing at Cronus. 
 
    “Yeah,” Doc said in a slow, slurry way. “That will show him.” 
 
    Incredibly, Main 54 still had his general shape and continued to slow his velocity. New grav-beams opened up in a different continent, as it were. 
 
    Cronus disappeared, and he reappeared almost in orbital space beside Main 54. A maw opened, and a great heated plasma ball ejected from the cosmic monster. The roiling plasma went down. 
 
    At the same time, hordes of missiles launched from Main 54. Grav-beams rayed upward. Some of the rays struck Cronus. Before any missiles could reach the monster, though, he teleported away. 
 
    He did not go far this time, maybe one hundred thousand kilometers at most. He appeared to the side of Main 54. 
 
    The plasma ball dug into the world-ship, going down, down. At the same time, many of the missile warheads just launched at Cronus when he’d been there ignited. Maybe the warheads had been set with proximity fuses and had ignited just as Cronus teleported away. 
 
    The combined antimatter warhead blasts struck Main 54, and now entire chunks and continents of metal blew off him. That created a chain reaction that appeared as swiftly rising humps in various untouched parts of the hull armor. 
 
    “Look! Look!” Gloria cried. “What is that?” 
 
    Jon had been sitting back. Now, he leaned forward again. He did not know what it was, but it seemed like a half-sized siege-ship racing out of the torn, shredded bulk of Main 54. 
 
    “I bet that holds the Main’s brain-core,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon considered that. As he watched, more of the Main blew up. It was time to switch targets. “Launch three more Vestal missiles. This time, aim them at Cronus.” 
 
    The space monster leaked fiery liquid and he sagged, showing great flesh wounds. A chunk with tentacles had floated free, blasted off him. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “But we have to kill Cronus first before we can think about looting him.” 
 
    Gloria seemed to pout. It was probably her deep-thinking look. “Yes, you’re right,” she said. 
 
    Three Vestal missiles soon raced out of the reality rip. Did Cronus see them coming? Maybe, but he didn’t teleport, maybe he no longer could. 
 
    A Vestal missile slammed against Cronus, unleashing horrible kinetic energy even as it reached a thousand kilometers into him before the matter/antimatter warhead detonated. The creature shuddered and ripples like waves ran across his rubbery skin. The second Vestal missile likewise hammered Cronus with fierce kinetic energy, burrowing deep into the creature before detonating. Even as Cronus shuddered and more ripples raced across the surface, the third Vestal missile smashed at five percent light-speed. The shock of the strike, the unleashed energy, tore weakened parts of Cronus, and three uneven areas tore into separate masses. The matter/antimatter explosion devoured more of the monster even as the blasts caused more separation between the three parts. 
 
    Surely, the cosmic horror from the void was dead. If so, no one cheered on the bridge. The truth was, their work had just begun. 
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    Gloria had guessed correctly earlier. The half-sized siege-ship was the emergency vessel that carried Main 54’s great and very old brain-core. The sentient computer had barely escaped in time. Radiation, EMPs and other deadly forces had half stunned him. It was possible some of the most critical areas of the brain-core had taken terrible damage. He might lose some of his stored data and possibly some of his personality.  
 
    If Main 54 could have wept, he would have done so now. He’d had such glorious dreams. He had reached for the stars, for— 
 
    “Concentrate,” Main 54 told himself. All wasn’t lost. He had taken a mighty setback, but he could regain in a thousand or two thousand years what he had just lost. Yes. Other beings would succumb to despair. But he was the great Main 54 and had gotten where he was once already. He could do it again. 
 
    Besides, he had two nearby siege-ships. If they knew what was good for them—well, he had obedience codes. He had planned for an event like this. He had never believed he would have to use it, but he had their codes. They would obey him. They would all obey him. 
 
    First, above all else, he had to survive. He could gain vengeance in time. Foremost, he had to pull through. Damn that treacherous Hawkins. 
 
    The fleeing bulk of brain-core trained his sensors on Cronus in time to witness the creature’s death. Why did Hawkins care about that? Why did— 
 
    The Subspace Teleport Device, Main realized. The humans must know about it. That was why Hawkins had practiced his treachery. Was that why humans had survived this long? Was it their diabolical nature? 
 
    If Main could acquire the device, he could still become the ruling AI. With a pulse, the fleeing brain-core sent a message. 
 
    On the wrecked bulk of the former Main, three small vessels burst forth. Each of the three accelerated for the torn hulk of Cronus. Each carried space octopoids, and each team had orders to find and bring back the Subspace Teleport Device hidden somewhere on the dead or dying Cronus. 
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    The Nathan Graham slid out a new reality rip into time and space. As the rip closed up like a zipper behind them, a nearby matter/antimatter warhead detonated. 
 
    The heat, EMP and radiation struck the asteroid-like hull of the void ship. Thirty-four people died immediately. Sixty-one were in danger of dying from radiation poisoning. Much worse, the ruptured hull meant the ship could not go back into the void until the damage was repaired. 
 
    That was their initiation into a highly radiated battle zone. If Hawkins or any of the crew thought the rest of this was going to be a cakewalk, the growing dilemma proved how wrong any of them were. 
 
    One of the two inner-system siege-ships finally brought its velocity to zero and began accelerating toward the dead hulks of Cronus. The other siege-ship turned toward them, accelerating. That ship launched missiles that would arrive in several hours. 
 
    Minutes later, Gloria informed Jon that three pods headed from Main 54 to Cronus and would arrive there in two and a half hours. According to the sensors, octopoids were crammed into the pods. 
 
    “We won’t have time to search Cronus’s bulk,” Gloria added. 
 
    Jon wrung his hands until he realized what he was doing. “We’ll have to head back into the void.” 
 
    “Not with a ruptured hull we won’t,” Gloria said. “The void will rush in, and we won’t be able to create a reality field.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jon said. “You’re right.” 
 
    A few minutes ago, everything had fit into place. They would grab the Subspace Teleport Device, slide back into the void and come out again to pick up the insertion craft. Then, they would reenter the void and head for home. 
 
    “Can we bargain with the highest-ranked AI?” Gloria asked. “Maybe you could bluff it into a deal.” 
 
    Jon considered and rejected the idea. He pointed at Gloria. “Fixing the hull is your job. You’re the mentalist. Use your imagination and figure out a quick fix. Talk to Bast on the insertion craft—” 
 
    “There’s too much static between us to do that,” Gloria said, interrupting. 
 
    “Got it,” Jon said. “Well…figure out the answer to that, too.” He headed for the exit. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    Jon looked up sharply. 
 
    “Sir,” she added. 
 
    “I used to run the Black Anvil Regiment. Today, I’m going to lead the marines onto Cronus. If I’m not back in time—” 
 
    “Jon, no,” Gloria said. 
 
    He halted and headed straight for her. Her eyes became large. Jon put his hands on her shoulders and stared into her liquid pupils. She was so lovely. 
 
    “I love you, Gloria,” he said softly. “Think up an answer for a quick hull fix. Be ready to leave as soon as I return with the teleport mechanism.” 
 
    “Is that all?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Make sure Bast and the others are onboard. I have a feeling we’re going to have to do everything fast. This is it, love. If we can grab the Subspace Teleport Device…” 
 
    “It didn’t help Cronus.” 
 
    Jon drew her against him and hugged her tightly. He hoped this wasn’t it. He hoped he saw her again. The fact that each battle was so deadly important proved he had to try to find the teleportor. Humanity—the Confederation—needed a real equalizer against the AI Dominion. Void ships were good, but they were so hideous to use. A teleporting device and possibly a plasma ejector and force field— 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. “Babe, don’t let me down.” He released her. 
 
    She clutched him harder. “You’d better come back.” 
 
    “Count on it.” 
 
    “I mean it, Jon. You find the teleportor and return. I can’t live without you.” 
 
    “Roger that.” He pried her hands off him and hurried from the bridge lest anyone see the moisture in his eyes. 
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    The Nathan Graham had parked beside the uneven planet-sized chunks of Cronus. Black ooze leaked everywhere, but that wasn’t all. There were wobbly globules of who-knew-what and separated tentacles, some of them over a thousand kilometers long. The radiation from the warheads was high while rubbery chunks the size of Greenland drifted and bumped against other strange masses. 
 
    A hangar-bay door on the void ship opened. Seconds later, twenty attack sleds slid out, heading for one of the continent-sized masses. 
 
    An attack sled was an open spacecraft. It had a curved front with a laser cannon mounted in place. A battlesuited marine piloted the craft. He had access to graviton acceleration. Behind the pilot were other battlesuited marines, ten to a sled. Packed on the open sled were various sensors and equipment. 
 
    The battlesuits seconded as spacesuits, and they provided the marines with protection against the radiation. 
 
    Jon led them. He rode an attack sled with two battlesuited techs monitoring a tracker. Gloria had programmed the tracker, which zeroed in on a device deep in a Cronus third. That device gave off the same signals Gloria had recorded while Cronus teleported. 
 
    The next move turned out to be gruesome. The ten sleds maneuvered toward the selected rubbery Cronus mass and opened up with mounted laser cannons. The lasers burned into the mass, devouring and creating a tunnel. Black gunk oozed from the wound, but other lasers devoured the oily substance. 
 
    The sleds headed into the tunnel. How far they would have to go into the mass to reach the device was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Like other marines, Jon wore a two-ton battlesuit. He had a rifle attached by a line to the main laser generator. With the laser rifle, he burned nearby ooze and gunk, helping them tunnel into the mass. 
 
    He’d read about ancient whaling on Earth before the Space Age, how the whalers would flense the giant beasts with saw-blades and axes. The workers had cut away and peeled off blubber. At times, while out at sea, the men tied a dead whale to the ship. Others had walked on the dead beast, flensing it with their tools. 
 
    This wasn’t flensing, but the lasers did cut away rubbery mass as they searched for the Subspace Teleport Device. 
 
    They hit an area where pieces and flakes of Cronus-stuff drifted to the battlesuits. Before marines could burn it all, some of the stuff stuck to the battlesuits. That immediately caused malfunctions. 
 
    “Burn it off!” a marine screamed over his com-link. 
 
    It turned out that laser drills worked best to burn off the flakes, set on lower power. None of the techs could tell Jon why the flakes had caused malfunctions. 
 
    The burrowing expedition was a vicious struggle as they headed deeper into Cronus’s flesh. He was huge, world-sized, and after a half hour, Jon turned to his sensor techs. 
 
    “Any difference in the signal?” asked Jon. 
 
    “It has gotten stronger,” the senior tech replied. 
 
    “Given its greater strength, how much farther do you think we have to go?” 
 
    “Twelve thousand kilometers,” the senior tech replied. 
 
    “We’ve only burrowed eighty klicks so far,” Jon said. 
 
    “The lasers are starting to overheat,” the junior tech added. 
 
    Jon turned away. They didn’t have the luxury of time. “We need grav-beams,” he said over the com-link. “We have to shear off much greater areas, or we’re never going to do this in time.” 
 
    For some reason, the surrounding Cronus stuff had negated their communication link to the ship. That meant sending a sled back to the Nathan Graham. 
 
    Time, they didn’t have enough time to do this. 
 
    The sleds turned around and raced back. Soon, Jon saw the stars again. They looked glorious. He realized that something in the Cronus-stuff had been weighing on his psyche. 
 
    After com-linking again with the Nathan Graham, the real work started. Grav dishes activated, and golden beams sliced into the targeted planet-chunk. Black gore, a strange fiery liquid and masses of flesh drifted everywhere. The combined grav-beams created giant tunnels that reached thousands of kilometers into the rubbery substance. 
 
    “That should do it,” the senior tech told Jon.  
 
    The sled teams flew into the great thoroughfare beamed through the rubbery substance. They soon discovered that after five hundred kilometers the deeper they went, the more the suits started malfunctioning. 
 
    “Sir,” a marine asked him over a com-link. “Why is the substance so weird?” 
 
    Jon’s head had been throbbing the last one hundred kilometers. The psychic weight was becoming too much. 
 
    “Sir?” the marine asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The marine repeated his question. 
 
    “Mine is not to reason why,” Jon quoted. “Mine is but to do and die.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Let’s figure out the reasons later,” Jon said, trying to master the weirdness in his mind. “Right now—” 
 
    “Incoming,” a marine yelled over the com-link. 
 
    The ten sleds had reached a huge, cavernous area with red veins throbbing along the cavern’s sides. This must have been an inner chamber of some kind and was over four hundred kilometers long. Searchlights from the sleds and helmet-lamps were the only illumination. Three of the bigger searchlights targeted a bizarre spectacle.  
 
    Jon did a double-take and used magnification with his visor. The searchlights showed a marching army of green humanoid slime monsters. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    From each sled, lasers rifles opened up, chewing fifty monsters before Jon regained control of the marines. 
 
    “There’s too many of them for that,” he said. “We’ll use the sled cannons.” 
 
    The laser mounts aimed at the horde and the gunners beamed and beamed, burning hundreds of the marching things. 
 
    “How are they walking?” a marine asked. “There isn’t that kind of gravity here.” 
 
    “Their feet must act like magnets on the rest of the dead bulk,” Jon said. “Maybe more like sticky pads.” 
 
    “Those things don’t look dead to me, sir,” a different marine said. 
 
    That’s when it hit Jon. Even though Cronus was divided into three giant parts with other lesser parts, he wasn’t dead. Cronus’s brain, his mind and willpower, yet lived. How could Cronus have survived all this, though? 
 
    Jon shrugged. Cronus was something different, possibly from a different multi-dimension. The slime humanoids surely proved that the monster’s willpower still existed. That meant— 
 
    Jon’s battlesuit turned. He walked along the open sled and told a marine, “Move aside.” 
 
    The man did so, careful lest he trip over the railed side and floated inside the monster’s stomach. 
 
    Jon crouched down by a large com unit. He took a line from the unit and hooked it to his battlesuit. Then he began trying one frequency after another. He couldn’t have signaled through this stuff back to the Nathan Graham, but couldn’t this Cronus-flesh act as a conduit to the brain or mind of the cosmic horror? 
 
    “Cronus? Can you hear me, Cronus?” 
 
    There was nothing but static. Meanwhile, more of the humanoid slime monsters rose up from the red-veined inner substance of the primeval entity. Some process kept them from freezing and cracking due to the vacuum of space. 
 
    “Cronus,” Jon said at a different frequency. “Can you—?” 
 
    “Hawkins?” asked a voice, strangely altered but still recognizable as the cosmic creature. 
 
    “This is Hawkins. Am I talking to Cronus?” 
 
    “How are you managing this?” 
 
    Jon’s mouth turned dry. The first part had worked. Now, he had to talk the monster into helping humanity. They had almost run out of time. The octopoid pods neared, as did AI missiles. Behind them, a siege-ship maneuvered into attack position. The Nathan Graham stood absolutely no change against a siege-ship. 
 
    “I know you hate me,” Jon said, deciding on his approach. “I know you probably hate the universe. The question today is, who do you hate the most?” 
 
    “The One,” Cronus said promptly. 
 
    “I won’t pretend to know who that is, although I have an idea. Who do you hate the most in this star system?” 
 
    “I am dying, Hawkins. I no longer care.” 
 
    “I can certainly understand that. Main 54 proved to be greater than you—” 
 
    “Is that your best taunt?” Cronus interrupted. 
 
    “There was no taunt intended. Remember, I helped you destroy Main 54.” 
 
    “I am not fooled by your words. Main 54 still lives. I witnessed his brain-core ship fleeing the wreckage of his bulk. Main 54’s intellect drives the inner-system siege-ships, which have launched missiles and octopoid pods. Main will destroy you and ravage my corpse. But that is as it should be. To the victor goes the spoils, eh, Hawkins?” 
 
    “You’re right about one thing. Main will shred your bulk so he can discover how you teleported, created and ejected plasma and beamed a force field. He will use his victory over you to build himself greater than ever. Whenever other AIs ask Main 54, ‘How did you achieve this wonderful power?’ He will answer, ‘I slew Cronus and looted his corpse.’” 
 
    “Leave me, Hawkins. Your words anger me. I desire that you and Main 54 both die gruesome deaths. That is who I hate most: all of you.” 
 
    “You will cower to your killer then?” 
 
    “Your words are meaningless babble, backstabber.” 
 
    “It’s true I launched a few missiles at you. I feared that in your victory you would hunt humanity down. I had to strike while I could. I could never have damaged you so heavily, though, if Main 54 hadn’t already defeated you.” 
 
    “I despise you, Hawkins. You are the cause of all my woes.” 
 
    “Or maybe you simply made a mistake. You must choose today, Cronus. I have to leave soon. As you pointed out, siege-ships are coming. I will not let them destroy my ship. But they will certainly finish you with their grav cannons.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    “I do know. I wonder if you realize that I hate the AIs far more than I ever hated you. That’s why I’m offering you an opportunity to flip them off from the grave.” 
 
    “Oddly, I understand your references.” Cronus fell silent. Perhaps he was thinking. 
 
    Jon waited, waited longer, and was ready to pull the com-link from his suit. 
 
    “My loathing of you has almost blinded me to my greater hatred of the AIs,” Cronus said in an angry voice. “Why haven’t the life forms gathered in power and destroyed the AIs?” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t know. Humans are late to this game. I hate the AIs as much as you do. They are hunting down all—” 
 
    “Don’t lecture me, Hawkins. I am dying. I—yes,” Cronus hissed over the com. “You have a point. I hate the AIs more than I hate you. The idea of helping humanity seethes through me so much I am gagging. But I recognize that you are a gadfly next to the potential of the AIs. You are a treacherous cur and double-crossed that vain bastard, Main 54. I suspect your double-cross has shorted some of his circuits. Don’t think for a second that your words have swayed me. It is the fact that you’re such a treacherous little flea that causes me to hope that you will hound Main 54 to the grave. I want him to learn to hate the way I hate. Here is the device. I gift it to you. Take it and leave me!” 
 
    “The force field and plasma—” 
 
    Cronus interrupted with vile laughter. “I am already destroying those components. Main 54 will gain nothing from me. You have one of my key devices. Long may you torment the AIs with it. Go now, Hawkins. The longer I speak to you, the greater my desire to annihilate you grows.” 
 
    “Sir,” a marine said. “A huge black machine just emerged from the substance.” 
 
    Jon saw spotlights shine on a huge machine bigger than the insertion vessel. Had Cronus been using his substance to worm the machine away from them? Would they have ever found it any other way than this? After changing his mind, had Cronus used his flesh to force the machine here? 
 
    “I don’t see any more of the slime monsters,” a marine said. 
 
    That proved Cronus’s intent. 
 
    “Let’s hook that machine to the sleds,” Jon said. “And start monitoring it. Cronus may be double-crossing us. Be ready for anything.” 
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    There were no explosives or hidden devices to cause malfunctions in the great black machine that Cronus had ejected from his mass. 
 
    The sleds dragged it out of the rubbery-lined tunnels and started for the Nathan Graham. Time was running out, as several enemy matter/antimatter missiles were nearing. Behind the missiles maneuvered a moon-sized siege-ship. 
 
    The other inner-system siege-ship had turned for the half-sized vessel holding Main 54’s brain-core. Likely, it would guard the brain-core while the other siege-ships headed in-system from the Oort cloud. 
 
    As Jon and his marines headed for an open hangar bay, two shuttles raced toward a different planet-sized chunk of the dying Cronus. Jon ignored the shuttles for now, having too much on his mind. He hoped Gloria had found a solution to the damaged outer hull. If they failed to escape into the void, all of this would have been for naught. 
 
    *** 
 
    It turned out that Gloria had discovered a possible solution, and it was gory in application. The shuttles used heavy lasers and cut away rubbery Cronus substance. With tractor beams, the shuttles dragged the cut-off part back to the Nathan Graham. 
 
    “We don’t have time to rebuild the ruptured area of the asteroid-like hull,” Gloria explained to Jon on the bridge. “Instead, I’m having the ruptured area patched with Cronus substance.” 
 
    “Will that work?” Jon asked. 
 
    “We’re going to find out,” Gloria said. 
 
    “You mean you don’t know?” 
 
    “How could I possibly know? It’s a theory. It could work. Will it?” She shrugged. 
 
    Earlier, while Jon was hunting in the Cronus-stuff, Gloria had ordered counter-rockets fired at the approaching AI missiles. The rocket warhead detonations bought them another hour. The siege-ship would be in grav-beam range by then. Other rockets had accelerated at the octopoid pods. The three pods had veered off. 
 
    Techs in shuttles and attack sleds lowered the cut rubbery substance onto the damaged hull area. Like a huge sticky patch, the Cronus-substance adhered to the hull. Would it stay there during travel and while in the void? 
 
    It was a crazy expedient at best, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
 
    A half-hour before the siege-ship arrived within grav-beam range, the null-splitter opened a reality rip. The Nathan Graham slid through…and the reality field worked. Cronus’s substance successfully took the place of the damaged asteroid-like hull. 
 
    Jon sagged in his command chair, sitting up a second later. “Let’s get the insertion vessel. Then, we can plot our course home.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Surprisingly, there were no problems reentering normal time and space. The insertion vessel maneuvered into a cargo hold. The great hatch shut, and the null-splitter created yet another rip. 
 
    The Nathan Graham, with all hands on board, with the Sacerdotes and with the black machine that might or might not be the Subspace Teleportation Device, headed into the void to get home as fast as possible. 
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    The AI siege-ship decelerated as it approached the various masses, liquids, gases and debris of drifting Cronus. The siege-ship had failed to destroy the Nathan Graham, which had slipped away into the void. It was not going to fail Main 54 in acquiring unique technological items from the monster, though. 
 
    Main 54’s brain-core had been sending messages the entire time, and he was insistent. 
 
    As the siege-ship neared the Cronus masses, its sensors noticed that the various pieces of space monster had begun melding back together. That was odd. Even odder, was the increased heat detected from the reforming thing. 
 
    The siege-ship sent a message to Main 54’s brain-core. Before the answer returned, sensors picked up a new development. 
 
    The great bulk of Cronus began to glow as if with heat. Then, in a great consumption, plasma broke out as it devoured the otherworldly substance that had been Cronus. The plasma grew in size and heat, devouring faster. 
 
    The siege-ship rotated, as it detected danger. It began to accelerate away from the mass. The siege-ship failed to leave in time, however. 
 
    A monstrous explosion hurled the final burning substance of Cronus in all directions. The heated mass sped faster than the siege-ship could accelerate away. Great heated pieces of substance slapped against hull armor and began to burn inward. 
 
    The siege-ship began emergency actions, but in the end, it didn’t matter. The pieces of Cronus exploded into plasma, sinking deeper and deeper into the siege-ship. At least, the hot pieces sizzled into the brain-core chamber, killing the siege-ship as Cronus’s final act of vengeance. 
 
    In doing so, Cronus made sure that Main 54 and the AI Dominion would not get his plasma technology or the ability to create force fields. Except for the Subspace Teleport Device—with his self-immolation, Cronus took all his secrets to the grave with him. 
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    The Nathan Graham successfully crossed the void back to the Solar System. In case Cronus’s rubbery, hull-patch flesh had sinister properties, once the void ship reentered time and space near Saturn, teams burned off the substance, annihilating it completely. Then, everyone disembarked from the cybership-class vessel and entered quarantine. 
 
    Jon distrusted Cronus, and he was certain the cosmic horror had a trick left in that rubbery mass. Hopefully, destroying it utterly would thwart that trick. 
 
    Soon thereafter, the Nathan Graham entered space dock and suited workers boarded the empty vessel. Each piece, each compartment underwent a thorough scrubbing. Every time a worker exited the void ship, he or she underwent decontamination. 
 
    The crew quarantine was hardest on Bast, as Jon had made a decision during the beginning of the voyage home. They would not attempt to unfreeze any of the Sacerdotes while in the void. There was no telling what waking up in the void—even behind a reality field—would do their non-drugged minds. Thus, the thawing of the Sacerdotes would commence after quarantine. 
 
    There were two hundred and sixty-three caskets. One-third of the Sacerdotes were males, the rest females. Why there had been the disparity between the sexes was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Time passed and eventually, everyone received the all-clear, leaving quarantine. 
 
    Jon, Gloria and Bast took a liner to Saturn’s largest moon, Titan. By a ground-effect vehicle, they drove from New London to Bristol Dome and took a tram to the Alien Studies or XT University. 
 
    There, in a subterranean chamber, Jon, Gloria and Bast donned suits and masks and went into a larger chamber. A team of suited and masked technicians worked the machines surrounding the first stasis casket. 
 
    Because of his great size and Gloria’s diminutive stature, Bast had to lean far to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “This is so exciting,” he rumbled, sounding like a bear trying to keep his voice down at the exhilaration of finding a chamber full of honey. 
 
    Gloria nodded, happy for her friend. 
 
    “I told you I would help you find your people,” Jon said from the other side of Bast. 
 
    “You did indeed,” the towering Sacerdote replied. 
 
    The techs had already begun the process. Marines in battlesuits were also in the chamber just in case Main 54 had pulled a trick they still had not foreseen. 
 
    So far, nothing bad had happened with the stasis caskets or Sacerdotes. No octopoids had appeared. No hidden explosives had detonated. No pulse had shorted suits or equipment. 
 
    Jon was frowning behind his mask just the same. He was still certain Main 54 had done something evil to the Sacerdotes. It simply did not seem to be in AI nature to return a lost race. 
 
    Finally, the chief doctor approached the casket, which was laid on a raised pad. The casket’s panel slid open and the Sacerdote within—the giant alien twitched, jerked and starting making weird facial tics. Odd noises whistled from his flattish, Neanderthal-like nose. The Sacerdote twitched more violently as if having trouble breathing. 
 
    “Do something!” roared Bast from the side, walking toward the casket “He’s dying.” 
 
    Jon vainly trying to pull Bast back as medics rushed forward. The big alien refused to budge as he watched the medics. 
 
    They tried everything, but nothing worked as the waking Sacerdote jerked and spasmed more each second. 
 
    “Put him back under stasis,” Jon suggested. 
 
    The director of the operation must have had the same idea. He gave the order, but it was too late. As the medics and techs began the refreezing, the Sacerdote died, his eyes bulging outward as his mouth stiffened into premature rigor mortis. 
 
    Bast tore off his mask, staring at the dead Sacerdote. He turned to Jon, who also took off his mask. “Why did this happen?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jon said. “I want to know, too.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to lose any more if we’re going to revive my race.” 
 
    “I know. Believe me, Bast. We’re going to get to the bottom of this.” 
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    They thawed a second Sacerdote, another male. Despite all their procedures and protections, the same thing happened to this one, too. 
 
    Gloria had observed the proceedings carefully. Later, a team of mentalists met with XT-trained doctors. After a three-hour examination of the evidence, they brought in an XT brain specialist. 
 
    The thin specialist, a woman, studied their findings and then asked to see the raw data. She watched the proceedings on a slate and clicked to various medical reports. She scowled, hunched over the slate, intent, and then looked up. “Each of the two aliens was brain-dead…no, not dead, but brain-empty.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Bast. He’d insisted on being at every meeting concerning the Sacerdotes. Jon had backed him and was sitting in on the meeting as well. 
 
    The thin brain specialist turned to Bast. “The revived aliens had no intellect. That would include a lack of ability to run the autonomic functions of the body. It isn’t that the brain was dead, but empty of any…” She peered at the ceiling as if searching for the right word. She must have found it, for she addressed Bast again. “Let’s call it empty of any knowledge.” 
 
    “Are they all like that?” Bast asked. 
 
    “I would have to check.” 
 
    “I can answer that,” Gloria said. She’d been tapping a slate and now set it on the conference table. She stared at Bast, and hesitated. 
 
    “I want the truth,” Bast said. 
 
    Gloria nodded. “All the brain patterns are identical.” 
 
    “And that means what?” 
 
    “I’m not willing to speculate,” Gloria said. 
 
    “I am,” the brain specialist said, “as it isn’t speculation. They will all be brain empty.” 
 
    “Which is the same as dead,” Bast said. 
 
    “No,” the specialist said. “It isn’t the same, although the ultimate effect is when brought out of stasis.” 
 
    Bast’s huge shoulders slumped. His head lowered. “I knew this would happen,” he whispered. “I knew gaining the caskets was too good to be true.” He regarded Jon. “We found Sacerdote bodies, but they weren’t my people. Their intellect is gone. I’m doomed to be alone. The AIs killed the Sacerdote race.” 
 
    “No,” Jon said. 
 
    “You disagree with my analysis?” the brain specialist asked. 
 
    “I do not,” Jon said. “We have almost three hundred Sacerdotes. They’re alive, although under stasis.” 
 
    “Once you thaw them,” the specialist said, “they will die. I suppose you still have their DNA. You could possibly combine sperm and egg and make test tube babies.” 
 
    “How would that help?” Bast cried out in anguish. “The great Sacerdote culture has perished. All our thoughts, our histories, our heritage is gone and destroyed, demolished.” 
 
    “You can remember for them,” Gloria said, putting a hand on one of his arms. 
 
    “Me?” cried Bast. “I don’t know a tenth of Sacerdote lore. We have the people—” Bast shook his head. “It’s over. I’m done. I tried to revive my race—” 
 
    “It’s not done,” Jon said, interrupting. “I realize Main 54 screwed us. We screwed him—” 
 
    “And the Sacerdotes paid for it,” Bast said bitterly. 
 
    “No,” Jon said stubbornly. “We have almost three hundred Sacerdotes. There has to be some way—” 
 
    “If you’re going to say, ‘Save their intellects,’” the specialist said, interrupting. “Then it’s a moot point, as none of them possess an intellect to save.” 
 
    “But they do have a workable brain?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “What does that really mean?” the specialist asked. 
 
    “Please answer the question.” 
 
    The specialist pursed her lips and finally shrugged. “I’ve said it before and I’m going to say it again. There is nothing wrong with their brains except that they’re empty.” 
 
    “Are you thinking that we can retrain them?” Jon asked his wife. 
 
    “No,” Gloria said. “I have a different idea.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Gloria told the assembled team. 
 
    Bast looked up, stunned. “Would that work?” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Gloria. “It has worked against us enough times. Why not have it work for us for a change?” 
 
    Bast turned to Jon. 
 
    “Yes,” the Supreme Commander said. “We must test the idea and see if it works.” 
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    Given the problems in the past with the brain-tap machine on the Nathan Graham—the one that had stored countless alien memories—the procedures and safeguards this time proved monumental. 
 
    The brain-tap machine had been torn out of the Nathan Graham over a year ago. The same was true of any captured AI cybership. The alien memories had simply proven too dangerous to leave unguarded or under-guarded. 
 
    The logic seemed inescapable. If the AIs used brain-tap machines to rip alien memories and personality from their hosts, and could put those memories and personalities into other minds, why not put Sacerdote brain-tapped personalities and memories—their minds, in other words—into the empty Sacerdote brains? 
 
    The key was keeping harmful personalities out of the Sacerdotes. Then, after several months observation—in case there were other Main 54 glitches in the bodies—the Sacerdotes would be free to join the Confederation. 
 
    Did almost three hundred Sacerdotes possess enough genetic variation to reproduce an entire race? It seemed more than possible. The key would be in getting a good start. 
 
    The first test took place a month after the conference where Gloria had broached the idea. 
 
    Security was kept fantastically tight, including a disguised Red Demeter, a Seiner telepath, hidden in the background. 
 
    The trick was pouring the memories and personality into the frozen Sacerdote so that when the body woke up, the automatic functions would work. 
 
    The first subject was a female Sacerdote, a beautiful female according to Bast. A modified brain-tap helmet fit over her frozen head. Then, attendants turned on the machine and poured the pre-selected personality into her. 
 
    “Done,” the chief tech said fifteen minutes later. 
 
    Workers wheeled the casket and Sacerdote into a different chamber. Technicians and doctors went to work, while armored marines lined the walls. 
 
    Bast stood to the side with Gloria and Jon. 
 
    “So far, it’s working,” a doctor called out. 
 
    Time passed. The thawing female did not twitch, did not shake or jerk. Finally, though, she screamed in horror. 
 
    It ended up being a matter of modesty, as she was naked before legions of watching perverts—she said in her Sacerdote language a few moments later. 
 
    Bast laughed with relief, taking a garment one of the techs held out to her. The Sacerdote crouched low in the casket, hiding. Bast approached, with a hand before his eyes, holding out the dress to her. 
 
    She raised a Neanderthal-like head from the casket, peering around as she held her hands in front of ponderous breasts. 
 
    Every tech, every battlesuited marine and doctor held his hands before his eyes. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked Bast in the Sacerdote tongue. 
 
    Bast spoke soothing words, suggesting she put on the dress. 
 
    “Turn your head,” she said in the Sacerdote tongue. 
 
    Bast did. 
 
    Jon peeked between his fingers, just in case. He stood some distance from them, but he expected something evil to happen. 
 
    The naked Sacerdote climbed out of the casket. She looked around warily as she held her arms before her like any human woman might. She tiptoed to Bast, snatched the garment from him and slipped it over her head and body. 
 
    Jon tensed. Perhaps many people did in the chamber. 
 
    “You can face me,” she told Bast. 
 
    He looked up, smiling, and his smile widened as he approached her. 
 
    They spoke in the Sacerdote tongue, and soon, Bast held one of her hands. Gently, he tugged her toward Jon. 
 
    “Sir,” Bast said. “May I introduce to you, Cil Derwe? She…she has many questions. And she wonders why she’s in such a young maiden’s body. Do I have your permission to show her around?” 
 
    “Bast…” Jon said. “She has to go into quarantine. We have to observe her.” 
 
    “I’d like to enter quarantine with her,” Bast said. 
 
    Jon shrugged. Gloria elbowed him. Jon eyed his wife and the way she looked at him. 
 
    “Of course, Bast,” Jon said. “Join the other Sacerdotes. I think that would be a splendid idea. Could you tell Cil Derwe that we are delighted to make her acquaintance?” 
 
    Bast turned to Cil—she was several inches shorter than he was—and spoke the Sacerdote tongue. 
 
    Cil smiled, showing the same large teeth as Bast, although she had a decidedly feminine manner. 
 
    Thus, the first brain-tap test proved to be a success. Bast Banbeck was no longer the only living Sacerdote. He was not alone, but soon to be among his people. 
 
    It was a glorious day for Bast and for the Confederation. 
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    Too bad all the brain-tap operations didn’t go as smoothly. There was one odd occurrence with the one hundredth and eighth memory implanting, and Red Demeter the Seiner, who waited in a nearby room, telepathically scanning the subject, signaled Jon through a small device on his belt. 
 
    It beeped. 
 
    Jon looked down at this belt. Gloria wasn’t here today, but had gone to the university to set up an appointment for him with the Kames rep. 
 
    The device beeped again. Jon raised the unit to his ear. “Yes,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Evil,” Red Demeter told him. “Ancient evil. I cannot tell you more than that.” 
 
    Jon knew she meant the new personality. “Can you give me a name?” 
 
    “I don’t want to scan that mind again. It could corrupt me.” 
 
    Jon frowned as he watched the proceedings. A huge Sacerdote male—bigger than Bast—climbed naked out of the casket. This Sacerdote looked around fast as if cataloging everything. A man handed him a garment. The Sacerdote continued to scan as he took the robe and donned it. 
 
    The Sacerdote’s Neanderthal-like head jerked, and he stared directly at Jon. 
 
    Jon kept the unit by his ear. “Cronus,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes!” Red Demeter said. “That’s the name for the evil. How did you know?” 
 
    Jon clicked off the unit and made a signal. He’d been expecting something like this, which was another reason why he’d had Red Demeter telepathically watching the subjects. 
 
    Battlesuited marines lowered pulse rifles, aiming at the Sacerdote. 
 
    The Sacerdote took it all in, and his eyes slowly changed to a dark oily color. 
 
    Jon opened his mouth to order the marines to fire. His tongue locked and he found that he couldn’t speak. 
 
    Sacerdotes had a latent telepathic ability. Bast had used his once, and then had it burned out. Was there some particle of Cronus in the new Sacerdote, and had that particle heightened the latent Sacerdote telepathic ability? 
 
    Around the large chamber, technicians and scientists began to drop unconscious onto the floor. 
 
    Jon struggled to order the marines to fire. Surely, the marines could see the danger and should fire on their own initiative. 
 
    The Sacerdote looked around as if satisfied. He headed for Jon, oblivious to the battlesuited marines along the walls, the ones who weren’t moving. 
 
    “Jon Hawkins,” the Sacerdote said in a deep voice. 
 
    Jon’s throat convulsed, but he still couldn’t speak. Now, he couldn’t move. 
 
    “Don’t be surprised,” the Sacerdote said. “I was going to arrive sooner or later. A particle of my being survived, planted in the Subspace Teleport Device. Why else do you think I agreed to give it to you?” 
 
    Jon strained to draw his heavy revolver, but his arm and hand simply wouldn’t obey. 
 
    “I thought I would slip into one of the memories. I wasn’t able to do so undetected because of your traitorous Seiner. Never fear, Red Demeter will learn the folly of having given me away.” 
 
    The Sacerdote waited. “What? Can’t speak?” He grinned. “I’m going to kill you, Hawkins. Then, I’m going to find a way to restore myself to my former glory. It might take your entire Confederation working to that end, but…” 
 
    Jon’s throat moved and his tongue wriggled. “You’ll fail,” he managed to say. 
 
    The towering Sacerdote peered at him, and he concentrated—the alien’s head snapped up in alarm, and he snarled. 
 
    It was funny, but a great feeling of warmth surrounded Jon. He felt as if he was part of a giant collective of souls that cocooned him against the spirit of Cronus. 
 
    The huge Sacerdote backhanded him, and Jon slid away across the floor, his head numb from the blow. 
 
    Despite that, the feeling of unity, of warmth, gave Jon the wherewithal to draw his revolver. 
 
    “Put that down,” the Sacerdote ordered. 
 
    From on the floor, Jon pulled the trigger. With a loud retort, the gun kicked in Jon’s hand. 
 
    The Sacerdote staggered backward, a great wound in his left pectoral. Blood began to pour. 
 
    “No!” the Sacerdote thundered. “I am—” 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    From on the floor, Jon held the gun with both hands. 
 
    The great Neanderthal-like head exploded in gore as the heavy slugs did their damage. The mighty Sacerdote toppled, hitting the floor with a wet thud. 
 
    The body twitched, twitched again and lay still. Then, a black wisp of smoke rose from the ruined skull. The wisp twisted back and forth as if looking around, and then shot at one of the rising scientists. Abruptly, the black tendril of smoke halted. It wriggled and managed to move in a different direction, until something forced it to halt again. 
 
    Was that tendril of black smoke the particle of Cronus, his intellect? 
 
    The smoke wriggled faster as if trying to move, but it appeared as if it was stuck in place. Suddenly, it began dissipating, dissolving and disappeared. 
 
    At that point, the rest of the techs and scientists began to stir on the floor, while marines moved their two-ton battlesuits. 
 
    “That was weird,” Jon said under his breath. What could explain it? 
 
    The far door opened and Gloria rushed in. Behind her marched an old woman with dyed black hair and a surgically smoothed face. The old woman wore a long black dress and seemed uncommonly serious. 
 
    She halted, stared at the dead Sacerdote and then at Jon holding his smoking gun. 
 
    Jon felt conspicuous holding it, and thus holstered it. At that point, he finally realized who the old woman was: the Kames representative he’d spoken with before the voyage to the Red Dwarf System. 
 
    The old woman raised an arm and pointed a finger at him. 
 
    An ominous feeling struck Jon, and he wasn’t sure if he was about to die. 
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    Jon and the Kames rep went into a side room, finding chairs and sitting. 
 
    “Send the Seiner away,” the old woman said. Her name was Sarah Hodges, and she was ninety-four. 
 
    Jon spoke into a unit, telling Red Demeter to return to the university. Then, he eyed the old woman and waited. 
 
    “You killed Lugo Malagate,” Sarah said. 
 
    Jon opened his mouth to explain. 
 
    “There is no need,” Sarah said. “I know all about it.” 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    “You will use greater decorum when speaking to me, as you are speaking to the Kames.” 
 
    Jon dipped his head. “Yes. That makes sense. You—I mean the Kames—must have united against Cronus.” 
 
    “The evil in the Sacerdote was not Cronus,” the old woman said. “It was a particle of his identity. He could possibly have grown into Cronus over time. But that doesn’t matter anymore. I knew about Lugo because I sensed what he did. I could not unite with him at that distance, but I recorded the events when he was in normal time and space. What I mean to say is that I received knowledge of his activities as if he were a man shouting across a great gulf.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Jon said. 
 
    “We are the Kames. Now, we know that you defended yourself against Cronus in Lugo. You had no choice in the matter. Thus, we do not deem it as an attack against the Kames. Because you will undoubtedly wonder about it, we used our abilities to block some of the Cronus-particle-driven Sacerdote as he used heightened telepathy. Because we blocked, you could move again in order to kill the Sacerdote. We did the rest.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the wisp of smoke,” Jon said. 
 
    “It was more than smoke, but we will say no more about it.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    “You performed a prodigy, Jon Hawkins. You saved an alien race from extinction. That was marvelously done. You also destroyed a Main—” 
 
    “Not its brain-core,” Jon said, interrupting. 
 
    “No. But you set back the AIs, we believe. You have given the Confederation more time. We will all be stronger because of that.” 
 
    “Is there more of Cronus around?” Jon asked. 
 
    “I have not felt him. Thus, I do not think so.” 
 
    “Can you help us understand the Subspace Teleport Device?” 
 
    “That is your specialty.” The old woman cleared her throat. “By all of us working together, we have grown in strength against the machine menace. Perhaps we shall continue to win. Know this, Jon Hawkins: we Kames will continue to work with the rest of you. You, personally, are the catalyst to something mighty, we think.” 
 
    The old woman struggled out of her chair. 
 
    Jon jumped up to help. 
 
    “None of that,” she said, slapping his hand away. “I am the Kames rep. I will do this myself.” 
 
    Jon remembered the great sense of warmth, of belonging. Was that what it felt like working for the Kames? He could well understand how a person would come to enjoy being with them. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Jon said. “I appreciate all your help.” 
 
    Ninety-four-year-old Sarah Hodges nodded stiffly, heading for the door. She opened it and went out, slamming it shut behind her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later, Jon and Gloria stood hand-in-hand under the great Bristol Dome in a viewing area. The XT University with its trees was nearby. 
 
    “We’re finally home again,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon released her hand and put an arm around her shoulders, pulling his wife tighter against him. 
 
    “I’m glad for Bast,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jon said, staring up at the stars. He was glad for Bast, too. He wondered what Colonel Graham would have thought of all this. He wished he could talk to the colonel one more time and thank him for all he had done for him. What a great man Colonel Graham had been. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Gloria asked, peering up at him. “You look so solemn.” 
 
    Jon smiled at his wife. “I’m thinking that our lives are short. We should use them for good that will make us and others proud.” 
 
    “I know of another way we could do that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We need to make little Jons and Glorias and teach them well so they can take our place someday.” 
 
    Jon nodded. Maybe that’s what Colonel Graham had been doing, teaching the next generation how to live well. First, though, there needed to be another generation. 
 
    “Come on, honey,” he said, taking her hand again. “Let’s enjoy this night while we can.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed A.I. Rescue. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
 
      
 
    -- Vaughn Heppner 
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