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    From A Collection of Foreign Affairs Hearings, United Earth, Secret Council 84 
 
      
 
    Group Six? You ask why the Agency relies upon assassins, spies and saboteurs when dealing with the New Worlds of the Concord. The answer lies in this understanding. Building and maintaining star cruisers has become prohibitively expensive in our poor era, especially considering how easily the vessels are damaged or destroyed. Always remember, a space war is the costliest thing for which to pay. It is much easier to send a skilled team abroad and quietly eliminate a problem. 
 
    Now, no more questions, please. It’s late enough and—what? What’s that you’re shouting? You want to know about the Ultras. I can assure you, senator, they’re a myth from the terrible Cyborg War, the one that destroyed the Old Federation. Besides, if the Ultras did exist in that dark time, they certainly don’t anymore. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The man wasn’t aware of the scrutiny. How could he be? He was inside a large clear tube. He was big, with steely muscles, and wore a mask over his face. A tube attached to the mask supplied the man with oxygen as he slowly kicked in a liquid green solution. He was unconscious, asleep after a fashion, the continuous movement protecting against muscle atrophy. The containment wasn’t as good as the original stasis, but that advanced unit no longer existed, as the technicians of Group Six lacked the expertise to construct another. 
 
    Did the man dream? It seemed likely. He and his companions would have been insane upon waking if they didn’t dream. 
 
    Two people regarded the man: the Director of Group Six and a special operative recently returned from the Rigel System. 
 
    Director G.T. Titus was old, tall and white-haired with handsome features. He wore heavy, black-rimmed glasses and an old-fashioned suit with a Guard’s Tie. He’d enlisted in the Home Guard in his youth and was still proud of the association. He had run Group Six for years already, with many victories and a few defeats under his belt. 
 
    “Well?” the Director asked. 
 
    The other, the special operative, a short olive-skinned individual called Dr. Halifax—he had quick movements like a fox and bright intelligent eyes—studied the man inside the tube. “I can’t tell without seeing his face.” 
 
    “We can change the face if necessary,” the Director said. 
 
    Halifax glanced sharply at the older taller man. 
 
    “Does facial modification bother you?” 
 
    “It does,” Halifax admitted. 
 
    The Director shook his head. “You can’t become attached to them. That is always a mistake.” 
 
    Halifax laughed sourly. “They’re not retards.” 
 
    “I realize that. In fact, they’re the opposite, but I understand your point. If you’re cold toward them, they’re cold toward you. I, however, said attached. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “We…we became friends. I trusted him—” 
 
    The Director turned his icy blue eyes upon Halifax. 
 
    “No, no,” Halifax said. “It’s not like that. He saved my life several times. Can’t I appreciate that?” 
 
    The Director rubbed his chin, finally shrugging. “The same build then? Does this one have the same height as yours?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Be certain. It’s vital.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, the same build and height. Aren’t they all the same?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, no,” the Director said. 
 
    “What does it matter anyway? This one won’t have the same personality.” 
 
    “My dear fellow, are you serious? You brought the core element. Isn’t that true?” 
 
    Halifax fidgeted. “You wouldn’t believe how difficult that proved. I only had a moment alone, and I had to pry it out of his brain. It was gruesome and shocking.” Unconsciously, Halifax wiped his fingertips against his pants. 
 
    The Director caught the gesture, wondering if it might be time to retire Halifax. The little brown man was too emotional. That could be more than troublesome. The project was too important, however. The Agency couldn’t afford the interruption while training a new case officer for the Rigel System. He needed Halifax, at least until the mission was complete. He could always reassess afterward. 
 
    “With the core element, personality shouldn’t be a problem,” the Director said smoothly. “I’m told the former’s personality impinges upon the next. Once inserted into the hind brain,” the Director indicated the man in the green solution, “the core personality becomes dominant.” 
 
    Halifax shivered, shaking his head. “I don’t like it. It’s too…ghoulish.” 
 
    The Director frowned. “What does like have to do with anything? This is interstellar politics, maybe human survival.” 
 
    “They’re human.” 
 
    “My dear doctor, who said they weren’t?” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his hands. “You’re treating them like machines.” 
 
    The Director removed his thick black glasses and stared at the little man. “They’re agents of Group Six.” 
 
    “Meaning you’d treat me the same way?” 
 
    “Enough,” the Director said as he replaced his glasses. “Your first message said this was urgent. After viewing the evidence, I quite agree. The problem here is time. Jack Brune is dead. Likely, the secret company went ahead with the project.” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. “No. I alerted the IPO before leaving the Rigel System. They alerted the Patrol, who are making a special point of watching the proscribed planet in question.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that was wise. It will make it harder for us later.” 
 
    “You’re right! I made a ghastly error. Maybe we should scrub the whole thing.” 
 
    The Director hid his anger at the suggestion as he studied the man in the tube. The core element would press the old personality onto the new, but would that last? Even if it did last, there might be small, telltale changes. Clearly, Halifax was frightened. Yes, he had a right to be. But he’d taken Earth money for a long time. The doctor would have to play it out to the end, or he would die hideously and painfully as a lesson to other slackers. 
 
    “We’ll proceed at once,” the Director said. “He will take Brune’s place.” 
 
    “As Brune?” Halifax asked. 
 
    That was too much. “I detest frivolous questions,” the Director said. “We will insert the core element into the cranium. He will remember as Brune and proceed as Brune.” 
 
    “How will he account for the lost time? And how will he react to his remembered death?” 
 
    “The technicians assure me those are simple matters. If you’re truly worried, you can speak with them. The cranial operation will take place tonight. In three days, we’ll place him in cargo. You can join him there if you wish or ride in style above.” 
 
    Halifax shuddered. “I have no wish to travel under, in cryogenic suspension. You do realize there is a twelve percent chance he won’t revive from deep freeze.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. A man like that…he’ll survive.” The Director touched the knot of his Guard’s Tie. “Is your Rigel team still in place?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you still have the operative in the Rigel IPO?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then let’s find some lunch,” the Director said. “I’m famished.”  
 
    Halifax hesitated before asking, “I’d like to watch the cranial insertion if I could.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. We’ll eat. You’ll brief me on any further suspicions, and then I’ll decide if you need backup. If you’re right about this, Dr. Hal—” 
 
    “Please,” Halifax said, glancing at the tube. “Don’t say my name.” 
 
    “He’s unconscious,” The Director said. “He can’t hear a thing we’re saying.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “Quite right,” the Director said a moment later. “That was a slip on my part. Now, come. I’m famished. Probably the reason I made the slip.” 
 
    The two men turned and walked away from the tube, heading for the lit exit. 
 
    Meanwhile, the big muscular man in the tube continued to kick slowly in the green solution. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    (Earlier) 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” a man said, poking his head into the office. “Is this the agency of Jack Brune the Earthman?” 
 
    Brune leaned back in his chair, working to control his breathing, having barely beaten the three strange gentlemen to his office. 
 
    Brune wondered if the first man could smell the taint of dust in the air. He hadn’t been up here for about three and a half months, and apparently neither had the cleaning lady, robot, or whatever was supposed to do the dusting. Was he behind on his rent? He’d have to check up on that later. 
 
    “I’m Jack Brune. Please. Come in. Sit.” 
 
    The men filed into the office one by one. 
 
    “Would you like a donut?” Brune asked. 
 
    The three of them stared at him blankly. 
 
    A box of donuts sat on the desk. Brune had picked them up in the lobby on his way in. Couldn’t they figure out what he meant? To show them the correct protocol, he reached in the box, chose a glazed donut and made the chair squeak as he sat back again, biting into the sugar-dough delight. 
 
    The office wasn’t much. It had a window behind him, but it was covered with a heavy curtain to block the dazzlingly bright star in the pink-hued sky. He had a pseudo-wood desk, a swivel chair and five regular seats spread before the desk. The office was in a tower building in Sparta, the largest city on Helos, which was the second planet of Rigel A. Helos was of Earth norm and had been settled around thirteen hundred years ago by Earth colonists. 
 
    The three in the office were weird little men, definitely not from Helos and maybe not even from the Rigel System. They were short, at around five-three, with porcelain-white skin and thin black hair swept to the left. They wore expensive black suits, with black-tinted goggles—the lenses were perfectly circular, and the bands fit snugly around their head. 
 
    The two on Brune’s right had not spoken so far. They sat alertly, primly. They kept their well-manicured hands on their laps. 
 
    “You are ingesting a donut?” the speaker asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Brune said, using his index finger to shove the rest of it in his mouth. He could have used a cup of coffee with the donut, but hadn’t had time to get some before dashing for the lift. 
 
    “We shall decline.” 
 
    “Your loss.” Brune had been working for Salvage Collections the past four months, trying to drum up enough credits to pay what he owed on his ex-Patrol scout’s engine and hull repairs from last year’s space battle. 
 
    “Mr. Brune,” the speaker said, “we three represent a powerful tech company with interests in advanced stasis procedures.” 
 
    “And you three are?” Brune asked. 
 
    “We are in a delicate situation, wishing to remain anonymous, as the tech company’s interests in the situation might otherwise become known and cause our competitors to turn their attention to what we are attempting.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Brune said. “So, what am I supposed to call you three? A, B and C?” 
 
    “On no account,” the speaker said. “I am Rohan Mars. These two men are my associates. You will not address them, however, only me.” 
 
    Brune glanced at the other two, shrugged to show it was all one to him, and began to memorize little details about each so he could relay them to Dr. Halifax later. The doctor had an uncanny ability to wrest facts from the tiniest clues. It occurred to Brune that the other two were identical in every way to Rohan Mars. Were they clones, or was it something more sinister? 
 
    “Before we continue,” Rohan said, “you should know that we have made substantive inquiries regarding you and your services.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. I doubt you would be here otherwise.” 
 
    Clarke from the Rigel Branch of the IPO had dropped Brune a line the other day concerning a battery of questions someone asked regarding his past. Clarke had said something about the questioner going to extreme lengths to keep his identity hidden. Now Brune knew who had been asking, although not yet why. 
 
    “Naturally,” Rohan said, “the inquiries were of a routine nature. But it did show us that you would have the proper zeal in assisting the company in the endeavor.” 
 
    Brune smiled to show Rohan how right the man was about that, as he badly needed a large influx of credits, which meant clients. 
 
    “Our—” Rohan said. 
 
    The two unnamed partners swiveled their heads to stare at him. Rohan turned to stare right back. If they communicated, they did so silently and without facial tics. Soon, the silent two faced forward again. 
 
    Rohan cleared his throat, and he spoke more robotically than before. “Here is the situation, Mr. Brune. Several months ago, a young woman of remarkable talents awoke from ancient stasis sleep. The planet where this occurred is unimportant. The new era confused the newly awakened sleeper, but as I said, she possessed remarkable talents. In a manner we have not yet discovered, she learned about the existence and whereabouts of Avalon IV.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a proscribed planet?” Brune asked. 
 
    “You are keen, Mr. Brune, as well as accurate. Avalon IV is an Edenic world of pristine beauty. Millennia ago, humans arrived there. How they reached the planet before the beginning of Earth’s Space Age has mystified many scholars and researchers. Nevertheless, a little over two hundred years ago, a long-search survey team crash-landed onto the surface. They reported ancient ruins of a nonhuman civilization. For a span, the survey team continued to report their findings. They were unable to leave the planet, however, as all forms of propulsion on their craft had crumpled upon crash-landing. Finally, the aboriginals discovered them, capturing the team and interrogating the leaders. The ensuing answers brought charges of witchery against the team members, all of whom died horribly for their perceived crimes.” 
 
    Rohan cocked his head. 
 
    Brune waited. 
 
    “You do not have a question for me?” Rohan asked. 
 
    “What would you like me to ask?” 
 
    Rohan turned to the other two. “He is a hunter indeed, comrades. Notice his deliberate patience. Another would have already peppered me with queries. We have chosen well in selecting Mr. Brune.” 
 
    To celebrate Rohan’s intelligence, Brune grabbed another donut. Still, their manner had begun to trouble him. Brune wanted to pluck off a pair of goggles to see what their eyes would reveal. None of them seemed…fully human. 
 
    “Mr. Brune,” Rohan said. “I now inform you that the young woman is in extreme danger. She not only discovered the whereabouts of Avalon IV but also managed to steal a spaceship, slip past the guardian monitors orbiting the planet, land on the surface and escape into the ecosystem before the monitors disintegrated her vessel. If the Avalon natives discover her presence, they will undoubtedly kill her in a most excruciating manner.” 
 
    “That’s a pity,” Brune agreed. 
 
    “She is a pretty young woman,” Rohan said. 
 
    “Are you telling me this in order to arouse my chivalrous nature, by any chance?” 
 
    “Rescuing her will undoubtedly trigger a highly emotional and even erotic response from her to you,” Rohan added. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brune said. “That’s what I like—a carefully planned for, highly erotic response from a beauty for my performing of a gallant deed of courage. It hits you right here,” Brune said, using a fist to thump his heart. 
 
    Rohan cocked his head. “Are you engaging in sarcasm?” 
 
    “Since we’re making calculations,” Brune said, ignoring the question, “let’s consider the fact of these guardian monitors you mentioned. I’m guessing those are IPO monitors in tight orbit around Avalon IV.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Rohan said. 
 
    “Uh-huh. What’s a proscribed planet, after all, without the weapons systems to make the blockade effective? You also said something else interesting. A monitor disintegrated her shuttle. I imagine that’s standard operating procedure for the monitors.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    Brune stared at Rohan Mars. The man stared right back as if asking Brune to do this was completely ordinary, apparently unaware that Brune thought him a nutcase. 
 
    Brune debated grabbing another donut and chewing on it while he figured out if he wanted to play along with Rohan. Brune needed funds to pay his creditors, and nothing had come along for quite some time. He’d even begun to consider entering the cage again to win some prize money. Maybe he could wring something from Rohan Mars, something other than a life insurance policy for a messy suicide. It seemed Brune didn’t need another donut after all to help him think. 
 
    He pushed the box aside as he folded his fingers on the desk, studying Rohan in earnest. 
 
    “From your description of the situation, it sounds as if the IPO monitors are set to destroy any vessel attempting to land, never mind leave Avalon IV, with the young woman.” 
 
    “You are correct in your assumptions. I imagine it makes more sense now why the company has chosen you.” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Oh. But I thought—” Rohan stopped and cleared his throat. It sounded like a man changing gears. “Ordinary procedures will not work on Avalon IV. Logically, that means extraordinary procedures are in order. Naturally, before we can begin a rescue operation, we must locate the young woman. She must be near the crash site, certainly, but every day widens the circumference of possibilities. We therefore require an advance team to locate her. According to my investigation, you are uniquely qualified to reach the surface, as you are a trained Anza Drop Trooper. Your specialty is finding missing persons. That dovetails perfectly with our requirement.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting about the orbital monitors,” Brune said. 
 
    “On no account is that true. It is precisely the opposite, in fact. Your training is highly specialized and hard to come by. I doubt if the monitors are programmed to target bio-matter, which means you should have no problem dropping onto the surface.” 
 
    “You doubt?” Brune said. “You doubt if the monitors will target me?” 
 
    “I understand your objection. You wish for clarity.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “We have calculated a sixty-nine percent probability that you will be able to insert without any problem.” 
 
    Brune blinked several times. 
 
    “In the unlikely event that the monitors do target you,” Rohan said, “the company has already begun to develop a foolproof deception plan.” 
 
    “Super,” Brune said. “One thing confuses me, though. Who’s the fool, you or me?” 
 
    “I am well aware of your penchant for ill-suited attempts at humor, Mr. Brune.” 
 
    “Penchant? Did you just say penchant?” 
 
    “Liking, proclivity, fondness, desire, partiality—” 
 
    “Thanks, Rohan. I get it.” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Once you have located the young woman, you will signal us. We will provide you with the signaling tool, of course. After receiving the signal, we will launch a special retrieval boat. Have no fear concerning its ability to slip past the monitors undetected.” 
 
    “Who said anything about that?” 
 
    “Your manner has implied concern regarding the monitors.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” asked Brune. 
 
    Rohan glanced at his silent partners. They didn’t respond. He regarded Brune again. 
 
    “The company has developed a special retrieval boat. It will be able to enter the atmosphere without triggering any of the orbital monitors’ sensors. Upon its landing, you and the woman will enter the boat. It will lift off and slip to our waiting spaceship deeper in the system. The vessel will, of course, return you to Helos with payment in full.” 
 
    Brune had his doubts about that, given that he’d be stupid enough to attempt this and actually succeeded. Anyone willing to flout the IPO as Rohan suggested would have no compunction about murdering him. They wouldn’t do it to save money, but to snip off any loose ends or possible leaks about what they’d done. Nor did Brune believe the young woman in question would ever set foot anywhere but where the company explicitly wanted her. 
 
    What made Rohan think Brune would trust him? 
 
    There was another thing. Until now, only three people knew about Brune’s advanced Anza training and bodily reconstruction. One of the three was Brune. Another was Dr. Halifax—he’d been the one who had figured it out in the first place. The last was Senior Lieutenant Dan Clarke of the Rigel Branch IPO. Would Clarke have put the data into the interstellar police computer? If so, it would have likely gone into the secret files. How would Rohan have managed to retrieve secret IPO data? 
 
    “By your increased perspiration rate, you seem agitated, Mr. Brune. Why?” 
 
    Brune’s eyes narrowed. Rohan Mars appeared to have much better than normal vision. Who were these three jokers, anyway? What tech company did they work for? Why were they such weirdoes? 
 
    “I want to get this straight,” Brune said as he struggled to quell his slipping temper. “You really expect me to make an undetected space drop onto Avalon IV?” 
 
    “That is the plan I outlined. Yes.” 
 
    “And once I’m down on the Eden world, I’m supposed to find your missing girl for you?” 
 
    “I spoke straightforwardly. Find and bring the young woman with you to the retrieval site. You will be amply compensated for your efforts, I assure you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And what is the penalty again for trespassing onto Avalon IV?” 
 
    “I thought I made that clear. It is death. But that is only if apprehended or successfully targeted by a monitor. The ample pay derives from the fact that yours is a highly desirable skill and that implementing it implies a certain degree of risk. High risk equals high reward. That is the way of the universe.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Brune said, “especially the way you say it. Now, let’s go back to the death problem. It’s death because the act is a felony offense against the IPO.” 
 
    “You are wasting time stating obvious truths. Surely you must realize that time is at a premium if we are to successfully rescue the young woman.” 
 
    “Bear with me a second,” Brune said. “I think you’ll find this interesting. In this case, a felony offense equals the death penalty, which makes this terribly serious. What you’re asking me to do necessarily means that you three are attempting to conspire with me to commit a felony against the Concord.” 
 
    “If you are making this statement as part of your negotiating strategy—” 
 
    “Rohan,” Brune said, interrupting him. 
 
    “Mr. Brune, I have already explained that I made an intensive study regarding you and your background. I am aware that you awoke alone and afraid far from your native Earth.” 
 
    “I wasn’t afraid.” 
 
    “You have an exaggerated sense of courage and a dislike of openly admitting to what you consider the gentler emotions.” 
 
    “Listen, pal—” 
 
    “You coped with your predicament in a most awkward manner,” Rohan said, plowing past Brune’s objection. “I would think that a man such as you would feel pity for a young woman in a similar predicament. In fact, we calculated that you would want to help the woman avoid your unseemly and grotesque follies.” 
 
    “I have a calculation for you,” Brune said. “Conspiring to break a first-class IPO directive—” 
 
    “I understand,” Rohan said, interrupting. “You consider yourself a skilled negotiator, and this is a prime example of it. Unfortunately for you, Mr. Brune, I happen to know that you have little regard for the law and even fewer qualms regarding dangerous work.” 
 
    Brune kept thinking about the retrieval boat—theirs—and him being in it at the end of the mission. He also thought how loose lips sink ships and elite tech companies. 
 
    “Fortunately for you,” Rohan said, “I am authorized to pay you a substantial amount for your services.” 
 
    “Just how substantial are we talking?” 
 
    Rohan told him. 
 
    Brune’s eyes widened. That was a lot more than he’d expected. It would easily cover his debts. But it was also easier to promise big money than to pay it. Besides, a few years ago, he’d gotten in a terrible fix by borrowing money from a loan shark in the Rigel underworld. He almost hadn’t come back from that. Even if Rohan was legitimate, accepting money for breaking onto a proscribed planet— 
 
    “I should point out,” Rohan said, “that the woman’s ship malfunctioned. She was fleeing abductors. In the process, she skimmed too near the atmosphere. Monitors destroyed the abductors’ vessels, but by then it was too late for her. She had to crash-land on the surface.” 
 
    Instead of that mollifying Brune, that raised his hackles. “How do you know any of this?” 
 
    Rohan showed his teeth in a poor imitation of a smile. “We are a highly successful tech company. We have large reserves of funds and have found it useful to pay well for the information we desire.” 
 
    Brune studied the little prick, and finally shook his head. “No. That’s not it. Your company either hired or provided the crew for the ships chasing the woman. Something about you boys terrified her. How do I know? Because the IPO would never have sold you such data.” 
 
    Rohan glanced at his silent partners. They seemed to all reach the same conclusion at the same time. As one, they stood quickly, knives appearing in their left hands. 
 
    Fortunately, metaphorically, Brune had put a finger in the air and had seen which way the wind was blowing. He had been right that men who spoke so casually about breaking an IPO directive wouldn’t hesitate to take care of loose ends. As the three had stared into each other’s tinted goggles, Brune had leaned forward, slid open a bottom drawer and taken hold of a WAK .55 Magnum revolver he kept handy. 
 
    As the knives appeared, so did the hand cannon. It was at that point Brune realized they didn’t hold the knives, but that killing blades had sprouted from their knuckles. 
 
    That was it. Brune squeezed the trigger. The first retort was the loudest as a bullet with enough heft and punch to penetrate military-grade body armor left the short barrel and smashed against one of the silent partner’s faces. The small man catapulted backward over the chair, his head a gory ruin of pseudo-flesh and jagged shards of metal. 
 
    Brune didn’t have time to worry about that as he swiveled the revolver just enough, blasting the second silent partner in the chest as he climbed over the desk. The man was ready for it, though. He didn’t blow backward, even though an evil-looking hole appeared in him. Worse, he coughed, spitting oil onto the desk. 
 
    Brune pulled the trigger twice more in rapid succession. The WAK .55 Magnum short barrel had a massive kick. But Brune was strong, bigger than ordinary and used to the revolver. Still, the next shot missed clearly, blowing out a chunk of wall behind the thing. By that point, even as it spit more oil, it lunged at Brune, stabbing. The tip of the blade entered his left shoulder. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The next bullet caught the thing square in the face. That checked its lunge, causing him, it, whatever, to twist aside and thump against the desk. 
 
    At point blank range, Brune fired two more shots against the ruin of its head. It was an instinctive, primeval reaction, like stomping on a snake. Parts flew off its pseudo-flesh/metallic head, and the entire body chassis sagged against the desk, out of commission. 
 
    As smoke poured from the barrel of the gun, with his ears ringing, Brune realized that Rohan Mars was no longer in the office. 
 
    He barely looked up in time. 
 
    Rohan must have raced down the hall, for he stood by the stairwell. Without hesitation, the spokesman for the tech company vaulted the railing. He twisted in the air as he did so, and for a second, their eyes met. Brune stared into the dark-tinted goggles. 
 
    Rohan fired a small gun. 
 
    Brune heard the retort, and then his head slammed back as something hot shoved against his brain. It was the last thing Jack Brune the Earthman remembered as his shattered cranium slumped forward against his desk. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    On Earth, in a deep location in the heart of old North America, the big man floating in the green solution dreamed. It was an evil dream. In truth, it was an ancient memory, as he had been in stasis for a long, long time before those of Group Six found him and others like him. The dream, the memory, was of a time of battle. When he’d lived, he had always been fighting. The designers had made him for war. 
 
    In the memory, the dream, he commanded an elite force. Wearing huge and battered battlesuits, the force clanked through a ruined city with fire blazing on the horizon. In the sky, comets streaked planetward. Those weren’t comets, of course, but meteor bombardment from the orbital battleships. 
 
    A sound began ahead of them. Force Leader Cade—yes, his name had been Cade. In the dream, he couldn’t remember if that was a first name, a last name or a nickname. Cade rapped orders over the comm-link. The force members knew what the sound meant: people compelled by cyborg brain chips were screaming. 
 
    “Kneel,” Cade said in the dream. 
 
    The force knelt. 
 
    Seconds later, from sewer openings in hidden locations within skeletons of buildings, masses of people surged. They no longer screamed, but were grimly silent. They carried machine guns, pistols, bottles, rocks, whatever they could find. Bullets pinged off the force’s battlesuits. Hurled grenades exploded but had no visible effect. The hurled bottles and rocks were jokes. 
 
    “Fire,” Cade said over the comm-link. 
 
    His force did, mowing down the charging people—zombies—in butchery. 
 
    On Earth, in the tube of green solution, under the breathing mask, the big man groaned. He had never liked butchery, but he had done it because he was a soldier. He fought to win, he fought to survive. 
 
    After the massacre, Cade gave the order. The force rose, their heavy battlesuits clanking through the field of smoking bleeding dead. One woman, who was twisted in death on the pavement, was missing part of her skull. Her gray matter leaked and oozed. Inside what remained there, something tiny and bright glittered. 
 
    One of Cade’s force members halted, pointing with his flamer at the glittering thing in the ruined brain-mass. 
 
    Cade grunted. The trooper pointed at a cyborg brain chip. The gesture was a comment on the war. The tiny inserted chip had overridden the woman’s personality, forcing her to obey cyborg orders. In this case, charging the battlesuits, making them use up ammo and battery suit power. 
 
    What caused the big man in the tube to dream or remember such a grisly thing? Perhaps, as Dr. Halifax had feared earlier, the man in the tube could hear the outer discussion. Perhaps his sleeping ears had taken in the spoken words, using them to stir an ancient memory. Like all the other memories, this one faded in time, as other more pleasant ones surfaced. 
 
    During that time, Group Six technicians arrived in the holding chamber. They connected a gas canister to the breathing apparatus, making sure the subject would not wake up. Afterward, they drained the green solution, opened the tube and grunted as they hefted the heavy naked man onto a gurney. They wheeled him out of the holding chamber, down a brightly lit corridor and into a large service elevator. Soon enough, they wheeled the big man into an operating chamber. A sensitive soul might have construed it as a chamber of horrors. The technicians were a lesser breed of scientist. They did not experiment to learn new things, but applied ancient lessons, using lost and then hazily rediscovered technology. 
 
    The big man lay face-first on an operating table. The green-cloaked and masked surgeons used a miniscule saw, carefully cutting away a tiny piece of skull. 
 
    Nurses blotted sweaty foreheads. This was delicate work. The Director expected efficiency and success. Failure brought swift punishment. 
 
    A vital spot of the subject’s brain was exposed. The core element Dr. Halifax had brought all the way from Helos in the Rigel System was displayed on a sterile pad. In the bright operating room lights, the core element glittered. It was ancient technology. In fact, it looked much like the glittering thing in the woman’s ruined brain that a trooper had pointed out to Cade in his dream-memory. 
 
    Several of the technicians knew what the core element was: ancient forbidden machinery. It was also one of the secrets behind the success to Group Six of Earth. Was it not a crime that the cradle of humanity had become a jerkwater planet of little significance in the era of the Concord? The Director, and those like him, surely thought so. The surface of the Earth still burned from the ancient Cyborg War that had destroyed the Old Federation. Earthmen lacked the resources to build gleaming starships. But Earthmen had the lore of thousands of years. If starships could not return glory to the homeworld of man, well, there were other means to do so. 
 
    “Now,” the tall chief technician said hoarsely. “We insert.” 
 
    Even though some of them had done this before, they hesitated. 
 
    “For Earth,” the chief technician said. 
 
    Still, the others hesitated. 
 
    “If that’s not good enough, then to save our miserable skins,” the chief technician whispered. 
 
    The surgical team acted, inserting the core element, shoving it into brain tissue. One of them saw slivers of fibers sprout from the core element into the gray matter around it. 
 
    Immediately, the big man, the subject on the table, jerked. 
 
    “Close the opening,” the chief technician said. 
 
    It became a race. The subject moaned. He thrashed, straining against the restraints shackling him to the table. 
 
    “We’re losing him,” a tech said, one studying a screen showing the subject’s vitals. 
 
    The fight to save the subject took two and a half hours. He gritted his teeth. He howled, even though he was under heavy sedation. 
 
    “Cade! I’m Force Leader Marcus Cade!” 
 
    “This is supernatural,” a nurse whispered. “Where does he gain such strength of will? This should be impossible.” 
 
    “Don’t be superstitious,” the chief technician said angrily. “It’s an old core element. It simply must not be operating as it should.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the nurse asked. She was not privy to the higher and oh-so secret knowledge. 
 
    “Nothing,” the chief technician snapped. “Get on with it.” 
 
    The team succeeded in the end. They sealed the tiny skull breach and used a healing spray to accelerate the repair. They even brought the subject near consciousness, turning him over on the table, the better to observe his reactions. The man had hard heavy features. 
 
    “What is your name?” the chief technician asked. 
 
    The subject refused to answer. 
 
    The chief technician glanced at the others before leaning lower. “What is your name? Tell us.” 
 
    The subject’s jaw muscles twitched and bulged. 
 
    “You are Jack Brune,” the chief technician said. “You are Jack Brune. Say it.” 
 
    “Cade,” the subject growled. 
 
    “No, no,” the chief technician said. He motioned to another. 
 
    That technician injected a will-weakening drug into the subject’s bloodstream. 
 
    The team waited. 
 
    “Now,” the chief technician said. “Admit to us that you are Jack Brune.” 
 
    “Brune?” the subject asked. 
 
    “That is your name.” 
 
    “I…I don’t remember.” 
 
    “You have Jack Brune’s memories. They are yours. You are Jack Brune.” 
 
    “…Yes,” the subject said. “I am…I am Brune.” 
 
    The chief technician straightened even as his shoulders slumped. He might have thought about saying something uplifting to the team. Instead, he grunted to the nurses and headed for the exit. He was exhausted both physically and emotionally. What a lousy way to make a living. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    In a deep corridor, five hundred meters under the ruins of Lima, Peru, the Director of Group Six and small Dr. Halifax approached a thick steel door. Harsh bulbs provided the lighting, and somewhere in the distance, an air conditioner hummed. Halifax perspired and breathed heavily, practically galloping to keep up with the Director’s swift pace. 
 
    The Director produced a plastic card and slid it through a slot. The heavy steel door rose. The two entered an elevator. The door closed, and the elevator began descending. 
 
    Halifax leaned against a wall, using the left sleeve of his shirt to press against his damp forehead. 
 
    “The cranial operation was successful,” the Director said. “The chief surgeon said it went off without a hitch. We shall therefore accelerate the timetable. The new Brune can heal during the journey to the Rigel System.” 
 
    Halifax lowered his arm. “Aren’t you going to test him first to see if everything works like it’s supposed to?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that.” 
 
    “What if there are psychological problems with the personality overlay?” 
 
    “The reason why we’re paying you,” the Director said. “You’ll have to cope with the new Brune as you see fit.” 
 
    Halifax stared at the Director a moment longer, inhaling sharply. “I’ve been thinking, sir. Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way.” 
 
    The Director’s expression remained unreadable. 
 
    “What I mean, sir,” Halifax said. “Uh…perhaps the Rigel setup is too elaborate, too convoluted. The real Brune thought he worked alone, a private operator on Helos. In his eyes, I was his sidekick, not his case officer. Wouldn’t the new Brune act more efficiently if he realized he was a Group Six operative?” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. It was deliberately set up this way so we have complete deniability. Brune is a long-term operative. Look how Rohan Mars sought him out. It’s incredible really, working perfectly.” 
 
    “That’s another thing, sir. I don’t trust incredible.” 
 
    The Director’s thick white eyebrows rose. “That’s the first smart thing you’ve said in some time. I don’t trust it, either, if you must know. But that’s yet another reason the new Brune will continue to act as a private agent. He’s our net, if you will, one we can disown and discard. While the setup may be elaborate, from our standpoint, it’s also quite elegant.” 
 
    “I see,” Halifax said. “So…you want him to go to Avalon IV?” 
 
    “If he fails to discover the identity of the tech company whose operatives approached and killed him, yes, of course.” 
 
    Halifax sucked at his lower lip, staring at the floor before centering on the Director’s face. He didn’t like how those blue eyes watched and weighed him.  “The way you’ve been treating me, and this—do you suspect a connection with the ancient…cyborgs?” 
 
    “The slain silent partners did not prove to be cyborgs, but advanced robots, androids. I thought you read the Helos police report.” 
 
    “I did, but—” 
 
    “But Avalon IV is proscribed for a reason,” the Director said, as he studied Halifax. “And the tale about the woman waking from stasis…” 
 
    “Yes?” Halifax prodded. 
 
    The Director shrugged. “In truth, I’m not sure what to expect with all this. It’s one of the reasons I’ve brought you down here. What do you know about the actual Cyborg War?” 
 
    “That it happened over a thousand years ago.” 
 
    A faint grin curved the Director’s lips. “You don’t believe it a myth then?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Some people and cultures do, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, and ignorance is almost universal.” 
 
    The Director nodded. “The men we use as Brune…do you conceive of them as Ultras?” 
 
    Halifax was surprised. “Aren’t they?” 
 
    “It depends on your definition, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Why we’re still heading down, my dear chap. Get ready. You’re about to see sights few have and survived to tell about it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of this, sir. I’ve done my duty to Earth—” 
 
    “Now, now,” the Director said, patting Halifax’s right shoulder. “You’ve gained my trust—no small thing, I assure you. I’m not thinking about inserting an obedience chip into your brain, if that’s your fear. You’re much too valuable for that. Your dash here with the core element proves your loyalty and good sense.” 
 
    Halifax grimaced. “I’ve been psychologically conditioned to have extreme Earth loyalty.” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the Director said, eying Halifax anew. “You have been busy. But I should have expected that, given your exceptional IQ and specialty. Yes. You’re right. You’ve received light psych conditioning. It was light because I didn’t want anything interfering with your good sense. Your arrival on Earth with the element has proven me correct. You will leave as you arrived, Doctor, with all your faculties intact.” 
 
    Halifax nodded, even as more perspiration dotted his forehead. 
 
    “After all this, of course, I will increase your stipend. You are rising in rank, Doctor. Given more actions like this, you’ll be running your sector in another few years.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The Director nodded. “Now, prepare yourself. Are you mentally prepared?” 
 
    “I am, sir.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    The elevator slowed and came to a stop. The heavy metal door slid open, and the two walked out into a corridor. It was hotter down here and felt more oppressive. Halifax hunched his shoulders. The Director’s head twitched now and again. 
 
    They stopped at a hatch. The Director slid his card through a slot so the hatch opened. They walked into a small room with a panel and three chairs. Each chair aimed at a wall screen. 
 
    “Sit,” the Director said. 
 
    Halifax chose the middle chair, sitting before a screen. 
 
    The tall old Director sat beside him on the right. He slid his card into a slot, waiting. A green light blinked on the panel and a set of controls rotated into view. 
 
    Halifax lacked any such controls. 
 
    The Director manipulated his keys. “This first one is a rare video of an ancient cyborg in motion. Mind you, this is over one thousand years old. We found it, well, never mind that part. Watch your screen.” 
 
    Halifax did, his head swaying back and then pushed forward to get a better view. Three cyborgs raced after a tank churning dust. The cyborgs moved in great leaping bounds with the speed of insects. In the sky, two suns shone. A close-up showed a cyborg leaping onto the tank. For a second, the cyborg froze at the turret. It had a human face with obviously artificial eyes. It had an armored body, and with great strength, it ripped a swiveling machine gun from the turret and began prying open the hatch. 
 
    “Power-graphite bones,” the Director said, “with human brain tissues in an armored brainpan. This model could have slain everyone in Helos. Only several direct hits to the brainpan at point blank range with the WAK .55 Magnum could have stopped it. These things move at incredible speed.” 
 
    Abruptly, the video ceased. 
 
    “They’re hideous,” Halifax said in shock, finding his mouth dry. “Why do you keep the video a secret?” 
 
    “In any age, knowledge is power.” 
 
    Halifax blotted his forehead, feeling sick. “This is what is on Avalon IV?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Why is the planet proscribed?” 
 
    The Director shrugged. “I just know the Concord has good reason for it. Now, watch. This is an Ultra, one of the advanced types.” 
 
    Halifax stared at his screen again. To the side, the Director manipulated keys. On the screen appeared a towering individual in a black uniform with red chevrons. He didn’t quite seem human anymore. He had great tension in a minimalist face with slit eyes and a bleak slit mouth. The way the uniform moved…the muscles bunched at the joints. He attacked a regular human, a dwarf by comparison, doing so in swift jerks with brutal efficiency. 
 
    “I’ll tell you a secret,” the Director said after the screen went blank. “We believe that those like Brune were early projects. They’re stronger and quicker than average, but then so are many others who are or were completely normal.” 
 
    “But, but…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How old are the Brune models?” 
 
    The Director stared at him. 
 
    Halifax grew queasy under the scrutiny. 
 
    “We’re not sure…” the Director said slowly. “Over a thousand years, that much is certain. We found our cache—well, never mind where. They were in stasis units of a kind no one knows how to make these days.” 
 
    Halifax was nodding, but he was highly uncomfortable. 
 
    “What is it now?” the Director asked, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Sir,” Halifax blurted. “Why are you showing me all this?” 
 
    The blue eyes seemed to shine. “Knowledge is power, my dear fellow.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me,” the Director said coldly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    The Director nodded curtly. “Something troubles me about this one. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I sense real danger for all of us. I want someone on the ground to know the facts. We—I mean humanity—survived the Ultra Dominion. We survived the Cyborg War. It set everyone back over a thousand years. Now, those of the Concord think they hold all the cards because they rose up first from the ashes of the Old Federation and grabbed the few pieces of ancient tech lying around. I suppose that’s neither here nor there for the moment. The tech company Rohan Mars spoke about obviously seeks things better left in the dustbin of history. We have to stop the tech company or anyone else wanting to revive the old horrors. If anyone is going to revive them, it will be us of Old Earth, the few sane people left.” 
 
    “And that’s why we use Ultras, even though it’s against Earth law?” 
 
    “Don’t get cheeky with me, little man.” 
 
    “I’m not, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll decide if that’s true, not you.” 
 
    Halifax hung his head, afraid he’d gone too far. The seconds ticked by in silence. 
 
    Finally, the Director sighed. “I suppose your impertinence indicates high intelligence. Be thankful I need you, Doctor.” 
 
    Halifax waited. 
 
    “We use an early brand of Ultra because our type of work demands the best. As guardians of humanity, we of Earth dare not fail. That means we have to beat the competition.” 
 
    Halifax nodded while he continued to look down. The tall old man seemed affable enough. But now he was sensing a deeply hidden mania. The Director would do anything to win and give any reason he needed to do it. What was the Director’s real goal in all this? Halifax wasn’t sure he wanted to know. One thing he did know. He would never come back to Old Earth again unless someone dragged him here against his will. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    In a shuttle drifting in orbit around Old Earth, Dr. Halifax peered at the cryogenic cradle holding the new Jack Brune. Through a small glass window, the man—an early Ultra of some kind—although frozen, looked upset. 
 
    Halifax glanced around. He was alone in the cargo hold with the cryo unit. The shuttle would rendezvous with a liner somewhere near Saturn. The doctor wasn’t sure how much time he had alone with…with the subject. 
 
    Working to his knees, Halifax used a sleeve, wiping moisture from the outer window of the cradle. He squinted, studying the rugged face. 
 
    “No,” Halifax whispered. That didn’t look like Jack Brune. Brune had had a sense of humor, a wry outlook. This one…he looked deadly. Well, Brune had been plenty deadly. This one looked tougher was all. 
 
    This was surely a death sentence for him. Halifax wanted out at the first opportunity. He couldn’t do it on the space liner. Could he bribe his way to the cargo hold while on the starship? That was doubtful. He would have to bribe a ship handler. The handler would have to go into the cargo bay and make sure the new Brune’s cryo unit malfunctioned. 
 
    That was part of the twelve percent probability of dying when using “under,” traveling in cryo. It was a risk. The process had never been meant for human transport, but rather for animals. But not everyone had credits, surely not enough to pay for regular or above passage on a starship or even a tramp hauler. 
 
    Halifax touched the small box in his jacket pocket. The box contained a hypogun, ampules and a tiny memory unit. What had it been now, six years since he’d injected the original Jack Brune? Brune had believed he’d traveled from Earth on a liner as a blank, an amnesiac. That had been a false memory Halifax had inserted into the man. So much of what the original Brune had believed was Group Six-created memories. Brune had never won the ex-Patrol scout in a poker game. Brune had never won him—or freed him from slavery— in the same game. Group Six had supplied the scout through back channels and given him—Halifax—the means to suborn Senior Lieutenant Dan Clarke of the Rigel Branch of the IPO. 
 
    Brune had unknowingly aided Group Six on several occasions. Halifax had received rewards because of it. Now, though, it was time to move on, to head farther from Earth and the Director’s long arm of punishment. 
 
    Could the new Brune take up the original’s place? Did the Director think the people of Helos were stupid? Did the Director think he—Halifax—could produce miracles? These tin men of the unknown tech company—these androids—they were highly dangerous. 
 
    The Patrol moved slowly on such things. The richest, most powerful worlds of the Concord had created the Patrol. Together, the IPO and the Patrol kept the peace throughout the Concord, meaning the rich worlds could save their carefully built-up space navies. Could he go to the Patrol and tell them about Group Six? He could. He also knew the Director would send assassins to kill him. He would have to spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder. No. It would be best to keep Group Six’s secrets to himself. 
 
    Halifax touched the cryo unit’s glass window. What kind of Ultra had this one been? Would the inserted core element work? Ancient cyborg technology had been ghoulish but effective. Yet, how long could such a device last? 
 
    Halifax stared at the harsh upset face. The subject would be Jack Brune for the rest of his life. Whoever the soldier had been, he was gone. Had that been wrong of Group Six to do? 
 
    “What am I doing?” Halifax whispered in alarm. 
 
    With a grunt, the doctor worked up to his feet. Surely, cameras watched the cargo hold. Pickups might record every utterance in here. There might be other equipment to test his sensitivity to the new Brune. 
 
    “Well,” Halifax said aloud, slapping the cryo unit. “Can you solve your own murder, Brune? I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
    Halifax forced himself to chuckle. This was a fine mess, a fine mess indeed. He never should have accepted Earth credits back in the day. He never should have let the bastards blackmail him. 
 
    He shrugged. “You and me, Brune. We’re going to win the jackpot this time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax might have been appalled but not surprised to learn that the Director was aboard the shuttle. 
 
    The Director sat at a panel with another person. Both of them watched a screen showing Halifax with the cryo unit. The other person was a lean woman with short dark hair and darker eyes. She wore a metallic one-piece and was slender like a rapier. She was a cleaner, one who took care of delicate problems with a nail to the back of a head or a rope around the neck as the problem supposedly hanged himself in remorse. She had a team and was a Group Six professional of the highest order. Her name was Leona Quillian. 
 
    “Your opinion?” the Director asked. 
 
    Quillian eyed the tall old man sidelong before shrugging. “He’s thinking about quitting. He’s wondering how he ever got himself into the game.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “The usual signs,” she said. “But the giveaway was how long he stared at the subject through the glass.” 
 
    “Because he did it on his knees?” 
 
    Quillian nodded. “Going to his knees indicated emotion. He wanted to be certain about his feelings.” 
 
    “I concur,” the Director said. “However, this case is different.” 
 
    She waited for it. 
 
    “Halifax will attempt to go through the motions. I give it a high probability that he will send Brune to Avalon IV. He might believe that is the best way of getting rid of Brune without dirtying his hands.” 
 
    Quillian nodded. Maybe. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” the Director said, “let Halifax play it out. I want to know what’s on the proscribed planet. I also desire the young woman and whatever technology the tech company is trying to acquire. I want that technology for Earth.” 
 
    “And Brune?” she asked. 
 
    The Director rubbed his chin. “The insertion operation—of the core element—wasn’t completely successful. I don’t know if the chief technician was careless, if the core element is too old and malfunctioning, or if the subject has unusual qualities. If he functions as Brune, leave him in place. If he shows any symptoms of another personality—take care of him.” 
 
    “Permanently, sir?” 
 
    The Director gave Quillian a sharp glance. “Why do you think I’m talking to you?” 
 
    She dipped her head. 
 
    “As Brune, or as a man in mental conflict, and certainly as his old self, he will be dangerous,” the Director said. “Remember that.” 
 
    “I can handle him—if that’s what needs doing.” 
 
    The Director studied her, finally reaching out and clapping her on the shoulder. “This is a delicate mission. Halifax has certainly compromised himself. You’ll be operating farther from home than ever before. I hope you know that I will generously reward success to the same degree I punish failure.” 
 
    She showed her teeth in an approximation of a smile. “The poor bastard won’t know what hit him.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not referring to the new Brune. Remember, he’s dangerous. It’s why he’s going. Your greatest asset is that you know the score and he doesn’t. If and when you clean up the mess, do it as decisively as you can the first time, with extreme violence. Because I doubt the new Brune will give you a second chance.” 
 
    “Count on it.” 
 
    “I am,” the Director said flatly. 
 
    Leona Quillian knew then that failure wouldn’t be an option for her or her team. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The interstellar trip took time, as Rigel A was 863 light-years from Earth. Even with a star drive, such a journey added to the difficulty of the mission. It had taken Halifax time to go from Helos to Earth, and now more time to go from Earth to Helos. 
 
    All things considered, it would be two and a half years since Rohan Mars had slain the original Brune. How did the Director think a new Brune would react to the time loss? 
 
    “You can manage it,” the Director had told him. 
 
    Even if Halifax could manage the new Brune to that extent, how would the man pick up such a cold trail? How could he possibly find the woman on Avalon IV now? An aboriginal would surely have murdered her. Besides, how could he convince the new Brune—? 
 
    The small doctor scowled. He sat in an airline chair inside a big shuttle, one that had left the starliner in the outer Rigel System and headed for Helos. He’d failed to bribe a starship cargo handler, failed to take care of the problem during the long journey home. The functioning cryo unit was now in the shuttle cargo bay. That was in the starliner record, one the Director could check. It wouldn’t be as easy to dispose of the new Brune, at least getting away with it. 
 
    With an intensified feeling of paranoia, Halifax leaned out of his seat into the middle isle, glancing at other passengers. Fifty-nine extra individuals had left the starliner for Helos in the shuttle. Not all of them had come from Earth, but enough had. Were some of the others Group Six personnel? Halifax was sure that was the case. They would be watching him, but probably not noticeably this second. 
 
    The small doctor resumed a normal position. Was he being too paranoid? He doubted it. The Director had shown him ancient secret videos. That proved how dedicated the Director felt about the mission. 
 
    Halifax nodded. He would have to go forward. In that case, maybe he should add extra memories to the new Brune— 
 
    “Stop that,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    He could no longer afford to think of the subject as the new Brune. He would have to treat him as the original. What kind of Brune would this one be, though? If he added extra memories— 
 
    Halifax’s eyes widened as he snapped his fingers. After all this time, he had it. Maybe desperation motivated his subconscious to greater effort. In any case, he knew how to proceed with the new—with Brune. He should have seen it sooner. He would use what he had, not make things more complicated with extra memories, but false ones. Brune had felt the bullet to the brain. Halifax knew because the Director had used a device that could read the ancient cyborg obedience chip. After the bullet to the brain, Brune had slumped forward on the desk, dying. That was the ticket now, the thing to use. 
 
    Halifax put his hands on his chest, feeling relieved. He finally had a workable plan. Two and a half years had passed since Brune’s murder. That was fine. He could explain that to Brune, and he could give Brune a cover story that people might accept. The story would be a stretch, but it would have a veneer of plausibility. 
 
    The rest of the problem—he would take care of each step as it came. One couldn’t foresee everything. Besides, the new Brune— 
 
    “Brune,” Halifax whispered. “He is Brune.” 
 
    A slender, dark-haired woman by the window seat glanced at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. 
 
    She sniffed in disdain before going back to her reader. 
 
    Through her window, Halifax eyed the growing star, Rigel A. He was coming home. After two and a half years, he was finally returning to sanity. 
 
    Rigel A was a blue supergiant with a radius over 70 times that of Earth’s Sun. He happened to know that the surface temperature was 12,100 Kelvin. The star was an incredible 61,500 times as luminous as the Sun, and it had lesser companion stars, being part of a multi-star system. Helos was a unique Earthlike planet in such a system, much farther from Rigel A than Earth was from its Sun. 
 
    Even with the special polarized window, it was unwise to stare at Rigel A for too long. Maybe the woman didn’t like how Halifax stared past her. She shut the window port. 
 
    Halifax smiled at her, nodding. “Good idea,” he said. 
 
    She sniffed again, bringing the reader a trifle closer to her face. 
 
    Halifax shrugged, tapping his chest with his fingers, waiting for the next stage in the process. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shuttle landed at the Sparta spaceport. As a Helos native, Halifax moved faster through terminal security than the rest. He hired a small U-hauler, having the port personnel load the cryo unit in the bed. 
 
    Soon, Halifax was driving through the city, the biggest on the planet. There were a few modest skyscrapers, corporation towers, with the headquarters of each corporation on richer Concord worlds. 
 
    Helos belonged to the Concord, a poorer world as such things went. It was nearer the outer edge of the Concord than most, one of the farther civilized planets from Earth. In many ways, Helos was like ancient Earth in North America during the pre-space flight days. Many people here traveled in land vehicles like the truck, although some used flitters, and the Helos military had anti-grav tanks and lifters. 
 
    Halifax left city limits, moving into a poorer area with ramshackle housing that blended into industrial parks. Finally, he reached a chain-link fenced complex belonging to Juan Graff the Promoter. Halifax had phoned ahead while in orbit, arranging things. 
 
    “Where have you been all this time?” Graff had demanded. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Look, I need the bunker.” 
 
    There had been silence on the other end. 
 
    “I still have credits due me,” Halifax had said. 
 
    “You’ve been gone over two years, doc. You expect me to remember the amount?” 
 
    Halifax had haggled. Graff had reluctantly agreed in the end, especially as the “doc” hinted that Brune was still alive. In the early days, Brune had brought Graff tons of credits, as the Earther had been a star cage fighter. Everyone knew Earthers were weak stay-at-home softies. Thus, Brune’s kicking ass in the cage had made many spectators angry, willing to pay top credits to see someone hand him his head. 
 
    It was how the original Brune had gotten his start on Helos. 
 
    Anyway, Halifax stopped at the gate beside the guard shack, speaking to the bored gunman there. The man made a call and directed Halifax to drive in. There were several block buildings and one round bunker. Halifax went there. Three waiting heavies hauled the cryo unit from the truck, through the bunker entrance and down to the basement. 
 
    Halifax gave the leader a tip, asking the man if he could drive the U-hauler back to the spaceport. 
 
    “The boss is already taking care of it,” the heavy said, stuffing the credits in his back pocket. “But thanks, pal. What’s in that thing?” 
 
    “Sure you want to know?” 
 
    The heavy scratched his bristly cheek. “Naw. Guess not. Later, doc.” 
 
    The trio left Halifax alone with the cryo unit. They’d attached a power cable to it and switched off the battery pack, taking the high-tech battery with them. 
 
    Halifax’s stomach began to twist as he thought about bringing Brune out of deep freeze. 
 
    The main basement chamber was big, holding a cot, large sink and door to the toilet. Graff had connections with the Helos underworld, and this had been a safe house more than once. 
 
    It was better to do this than overthink it. He couldn’t kill Brune now, not by his own hands or actions. 
 
    Halifax muttered, steeled his resolve, and began tapping in the code to start the thawing. He would have liked a drink, maybe several, but he had a feeling he was going to need his wits about him once Brune woke up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The man that had dreamed of himself as Cade began to thaw, to awaken. The Director had claimed he was an early Ultra, but Cade no longer knew about such claims or even the name. 
 
    What did Cade remember? It was vitally important. Had he really been out for over a thousand years or more? Was he a modern-day Rip Van Winkle? Likely, no one would have even known the reference, not even him. 
 
    The man in the cryo unit thawed out. His brain functions resumed as he heaved a deep breath into his lungs. 
 
    In time, he opened his eyes. He cringed, and his head pounded. He was so damned cold, hungry and confused. He was deeply confused. 
 
    “Brune?” someone said from the heavens. “Jack Brune, how are you feeling?” 
 
    The man in the open casket scowled. The voice, the name, made the pounding in his head worse. Why did it do that? 
 
    The man concentrated on the pain. He let it wash over him. He accepted it. Then, he began to dampen its influence over him. He would handle the headache. First, he needed to figure out who he was. 
 
    He closed and then opened his eyes again. Blurriness reigned just as before. His body was sluggish. He was cold, naked— 
 
    “Cryo unit,” he said, remembering something at least. 
 
    “That’s right,” the heavenly voice said. “You’ve been in a cryo unit healing from your injury.” 
 
    The man took the concept and played with it in his mind. Why would he need to heal? What injury? 
 
    “Don’t you remember the head wound?” the voice asked. “Rohan Mars shot you in the head.” 
 
    The man in the casket scowled, but he did so for a new reason. The name—he hated Rohan Mars. Yes. He recalled now. He’d spoken to the man. His lookalike twins had spat oil after he’d shot them with the WAK .55 Magnum. They might have been cyborgs. 
 
    The man stiffened. Cyborgs. He needed to get out of here. With bitter resolve, he forced himself to sit up. That caused his entire body to shiver. He let it. Cold didn’t matter to him, not enough at this point. 
 
    He sat there, twisting his neck, moving his head from side to side. Finally, the blurriness faded as vision resumed. He saw the small brown man in the white smock and pants staring at him. There was some familiarity to the foxlike features: the high forehead, the bright intelligent eyes and narrow nose. 
 
    The small man touched his chest. “I’m Dr. Halifax. Do you remember winning me—as in becoming my owner—in a poker game?” 
 
    Memories surfaced, although they had a strange quality, as if they weren’t his. But how could he remember them then? Maybe he’d watched a movie. Yet, if that was true, Dr. Halifax might know that. Why would the little man lie to him? 
 
    “Don’t you trust me, Jack?” 
 
    The man tried the word on himself. It didn’t quite fit. No. He did not accept that he was Jack. The little man clearly wanted him to believe that, though. It dawned on him that maybe others were trying to use him. He had a feeling that others had often tried to use him. He also believed that he had gotten sick of such treatment. He could feel anger build up in him. He suppressed the anger, as it wouldn’t help him this moment. He needed more information before he acted. 
 
    What did he know for certain, then? “I’m a soldier,” he said, feeling the truth of the statement. 
 
    “No. You’re a private dealer,” Halifax said quickly. “You find things, people in particular, in order to earn credits. The head wound may have distorted your memories.” 
 
    “I’m a soldier,” he said stubbornly. He knew a truth when he heard it, regardless of what this man was telling him. 
 
    “You were a soldier,” Halifax said. “You’re right about that. Remember the tiny tattoo I found under your right arm? It showed that you used to be an Anza Drop Trooper of Earth.” 
 
    The words unlocked more of the movie-like memories in him. Those memories seemed to block others that he would have liked to know. The pain had also increased in his mind. It was almost as if something was doling out the pain to force him to accept the movie-feeling memories. There was something about that he should know or understand. 
 
    “You’re acting as if you’re confused, Brune. I can understand why. You’ve been healing in the cryo unit for two and a half years.” 
 
    That brought his head around sharply as he stared at Halifax, at the cunning features. 
 
    “I looked after you the entire time, big guy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, you saved my life more than once. I owed you. I pay my debts. You used to know that.” 
 
    Since he could think of no other name to call himself, he decided to use “Brune” for the moment. It did not ring true, but— 
 
    He cocked his head in surprise. As he mentally accepted Brune—for the moment only—the pain in his mind lessened. That was a telltale, a giveaway. Enemies had awakened him, meaning Dr. Halifax was a front. His enemies used pain to induce him to accept falsehoods. He knew almost nothing except that he was a soldier. He did not accept the Anza Drop Trooper story, as he felt he must disbelieve anything Halifax told him about himself. He would only accept as true memories those he could independently confirm. 
 
    Yes. His enemies used false memories to trick him. The obvious reason was to get him to do a task or a set of tasks for them. Who were they? He decided he should go along with the pretense until he could improve his position and/or his memories. 
 
    That seemed correct. A soldier used tactics, which often meant deception and misdirection. 
 
    “Are you hungry, Jack?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, realizing he was. He began climbing out of the casket and slipped. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Halifax said, rushing forward. 
 
    The man’s warm hands touched his flesh. He had an instant desire to wrestle the weaker man into a submission hold and force him to tell the truth…but how could he measure Halifax’s words? He had no points of reference other than his inner sensations. He couldn’t trust anyone at this point, but… 
 
    Wait, he cautioned himself. Learn everything you can and get stronger while you’re doing it. Eventually, your enemies will make a mistake. That will be the moment to strike. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The soldier lived in a bunker basement with Halifax. 
 
    He walked around, finding that his joints were stiff. Even down here, he tired easily and he felt old beyond time. He couldn’t figure out why that would be, although he dearly wanted to know. Halifax said it was due to the two and a half years in deep freeze. Brune disbelieved that on principle. 
 
    Yet, he was skin and bones, with almost all his fat melted away from his body. 
 
    “That was due to the extended cryo time,” Halifax told him. “You were frozen. Your body was functioning at a vastly reduced rate. During the cryo time, you lived off your fat stores like any hibernating animal.” 
 
    Brune nodded, accepting that because his physical state confirmed it. He exercised more each day and ate a prodigious amount of high proteins and calories. His body craved them. 
 
    At other times, he listened as Halifax recounted his old life, the Jack Brune life as a private detective and bounty hunter. During the process, it began to feel as if Halifax was a spymaster giving him a cover story. A soldier understood the need for spies. Was that his function here, a spy? Given the circumstances, it seemed probable. Soon, Halifax insisted that he, Brune, needed to hunt down his assailant, the one who had shot him in the head. 
 
    “Why would I bother?” Brune asked as he sat on his cot, with his feet on the floor. 
 
    “Are you kidding? He almost killed you.” 
 
    “Cleary, he failed.” 
 
    “Don’t you want revenge?” 
 
    “I’m not feeling that,” Brune said. 
 
    “He stole two and a half years of your life,” Halifax said. “Hell! He stole two and a half years of my life, keeping you alive.” 
 
    “You want me to kill Rohan Mars for you?” 
 
    Halifax hesitated. “I’d at least like to know why he wanted you to do all those things. Aren’t you curious about the escaped girl, the one who vanished on Avalon IV?” 
 
    Brune shrugged. 
 
    “Why was she in stasis all that time?” Halifax asked loudly. 
 
    Brune heard the words—and he stiffened as a weird feeling swept over him. The girl had been in stasis. That meant something terribly important to him. He was certain that he’d known someone in stasis, a woman— 
 
    “You remember—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Brune snarled, the first emotion he’d shown. 
 
    Halifax winced, but he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Brune bent his head, thinking about stasis units and a woman…a woman…someone dear to him. 
 
    It struck Brune then. He had known a woman, but he had known her as a different man. At that instant, he knew the Jack Brune persona was false in one specific manner. It was not him. He had been, and was indeed, someone other than Jack Brune. Halifax was part of the team that wanted him to be Brune for reasons— 
 
    Yes, his enemies wanted him to track and kill Rohan Mars. The androids had wanted the real Jack Brune to make an orbital drop down to Avalon IV. Why had Halifax chosen him to impersonate Brune? The obvious reason was that he must look like Brune. And if the memory of the bullet to the head— 
 
    “Ah,” the temporary Brune said, raising his head. 
 
    Halifax obviously wanted to speak. The little man squirmed with the desire, but he kept his mouth shut as instructed. 
 
    “I’m remembering more,” Brune said. “It’s time I speak to the Senior Lieutenant. I should probably also get my scout from DMR.” 
 
    Halifax stared at him. The doctor seemed afraid again. “Are you sure you’re up to it?” he asked. 
 
    Tactics, a soldier relied on tactics to win a firefight. This was not a gun battle, but it was a battle of wits, lies and desires. His enemies had used time and money to bring him to this point. He wanted to find the one in the stasis unit. Something in him wanted to find that more than anything else. First, he needed to know the lay of the land. He needed to know what his enemies wanted him to do for them and why they wanted that. He also needed them to lower their guard against him. 
 
    The soldier—he suddenly didn’t like thinking of himself as Brune—made himself grimace as he squeezed his large hands around an invisible throat. “I want to choke the life out of Rohan Mars. The bastard cost me two and a half years. He almost killed me.” 
 
    Halifax started nodding. 
 
    It wasn’t all an act. The soldier felt the Brune persona in him desiring revenge. He let it play, saying, “Can you understand how much I want to pay Rohan back?” 
 
    “Just a minute ago you said you didn’t care.” 
 
    The soldier shouted with rage as he shot to his feet. “Rohan Mars!” he roared. “When I find you—” He made more squeezing motions. 
 
    Halifax nodded vigorously, and he smiled. It seemed genuine. “You’re remembering better, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Right,” Halifax said. “You wait down here. I have your word you’ll wait for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” the soldier said. “I know who to trust.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Halifax said. “I’m glad you’re finally coming back around, Jack.” 
 
    “Me too,” the soldier said. “Now, get going. I’ve waited long enough. Do what you must.” 
 
    Halifax looked at him carefully for one more moment. Then, the little man grabbed a jacket and headed for the stairs. “This shouldn’t take long.” He dashed up the stairs, raced through the exit and shoved a heavy metal door shut behind him so it clicked. 
 
    The soldier waited ten minutes. At the end of the time, he searched the basement chamber, soon finding a concealed camera eye. He searched longer, finding two more. He didn’t break them. He just wanted to know their whereabouts. 
 
    Afterward, he climbed the stairs and tested the metal door. It was locked. He’d expected that. He was a prisoner. He went down to the shower. Stripping, he turned the taps until icy spray jetted. He stepped under that, enduring, letting it take his breath away. Then, he played with the taps until searing hot water poured against him. 
 
    He washed with a bar of soap, and he thought. He’d always done his best thinking while walking or taking a shower. Now— 
 
    He groaned as his head started to pound. The implanted memories flashed at him. He relived the trio in his office. The spiking pain became torturous, pushing, trying to— 
 
    “I’m Jack Brune,” he said between clenched teeth. 
 
    The pain lessened, and he realized a truth. Perhaps the truth came from an old memory, an understanding about…about…he couldn’t quite connect that part. What he knew was that the pain originated from a tiny unit in his gray matter. He’d faced an enemy before that used such devices. He’d forgotten about the ancient cyborgs. It would seem that his enemy had caught and tagged him with the unit. 
 
    With hot water pouring against him, Brune nodded. He would play along with the charade until he didn’t. There was one other thing. Controlled rage washed through him. His enemies had stolen his true memories. They had tried to steal his identity. He was going to do some payback all right. His enemies could count on that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax drove a small, rented electric car through Sparta. The air conditioning didn’t work in this thing, and it was a hot afternoon. The windows didn’t work either, making the inside an oven. Even so, he didn’t drive too fast. The regular police were sticklers for the speed limit, a crawl really. 
 
    He peered up through the windshield, seeing the big space station in the sky. Senior Lieutenant Dan Clarke’s office was up there. Clarke belonged to the IPO: the Interstellar Police Organization. Like the Patrol, it operated throughout the Concord Worlds. The IPO had greater police powers than the local Helos Police. The IPO was also considered an elite organization, its members nearly incorruptible. 
 
    Originally, Group Six had given Halifax blackmail evidence concerning Clarke. It had been a difficult process at first, as Clarke had illusions about himself as an IPO officer. Eventually, as Halifax skillfully used a combined carrot and stick approach, they’d worked together for six years, running Brune as an operative. Now, there had been a two-and-a-half-year hiatus. Would the Senior Lieutenant still bend? 
 
    Halifax had called Clarke after leaving the bunker. The Senior Lieutenant had sounded surprised and then dismayed, although he’d quickly covered that. Clarke had agreed to a face-to-face. In fact, he was already on his way down from the space station. 
 
    The doctor was wondering if he should bring a gunman or two for protection. His former associates he’d used for that had moved on. He had no idea where they had gone or if they were still alive. They had been his team, the one the Director had asked about on Earth. Halifax could have asked Graff for two heavies, but he didn’t trust Graff enough for that. The heavies would report everything they saw and heard to the cagey promoter. 
 
    For protection, Halifax carried a small-caliber gun. He would use it, and his wits, to deal with Clarke. He’d always managed the Senior Lieutenant. There should be no reason he couldn’t again. 
 
    In Halifax’s estimation, this was the big leap of faith—that Brune had survived the head shot. Clarke would be the test case. If he could pull this off with Clarke, he could palm off Brune’s two-and-a-half-year survival to anyone. 
 
    He pulled into an open-air city parking lot, shut off the mobile oven and gratefully climbed out. It was much nicer outside. Thinking about it, Halifax tossed his jacket into the car, slamming the door and locking it. 
 
    The small pistol was tucked under his pants band. His smock would hide that from view. There were nice tourist shops and restaurants around here, with the grand Lycurgus Park nearby. The hicks from the sticks came to Sparta on vacation. 
 
    Halifax inhaled as he walked, taking in the nicer part of Sparta. In his youth, he’d been a hick. That had been before he’d drummed up the credits to go to the university. He smiled, eyeing a few young beauties window shopping. This was relaxing for him. Too bad he had to deal with Clarke in an hour. It would be so much better to spend some time with a joy girl. He’d always preferred Sparta women to any in the galaxy. Maybe that was because he’d dreamed of them so often in his youth. 
 
    He strolled more slowly, watching other beauties sidelong, at times eying them through the reflection in the various windows. 
 
    He stopped suddenly, as he recognized a slender dark-haired woman walking behind the others he’d been watching through a window reflection. While pretending to eye an item through the window, he studied the woman’s features. Yes. She’d been on the shuttle with him. Indeed, she’d been sitting beside him, having closed the window blind as he’d stared past her. 
 
    Halifax frowned. She had a harder beauty than the Sparta tourists and wore tightfitting garments, but lacked the curves he preferred. Maybe she was some kind of gymnast, as she seemed athletic. He hadn’t noticed any of that on the shuttle. She’d seemed different then, more like a matron. 
 
    She might have noticed his glance, as she stepped into a nearby store. 
 
    Halifax pondered as he started walking again, realizing that the good feelings had evaporated. Was the sighting a coincidence? Could she be one of the Director’s killers? Had she been tailing him? 
 
    Halifax stroked his chin. A moment later, he broke into a faster walk. Panic threatened, but he controlled it. At a corner crosswalk, he moved to the other side of the street. He hurried down a side block and crossed a new street and another block. Then, he ran across to the north Lycurgus Park sidewalk. 
 
    He panted, out of breath. He looked around but didn’t spot the woman. If she’d been tailing him, she wasn’t anymore. 
 
    He grimaced, shaking his head. Maybe it had been nothing, a mere coincidence. He studied his surroundings, noticing the slender park Jinko Evergreens that swayed in the breeze. Proud white Needle Stalks remained ramrod stiff. A few people walked leashed dogs through this area of the park. Farther away, children screamed as they played on swings and seesaws. 
 
    As his breathing returned to normal, Halifax began walking along the north park sidewalk. Lycurgus Park was huge, the biggest in the city. There were Ferris wheels on the south side. 
 
    He sat on a bench for several minutes, checking his watch. He had thirty minutes until he met Clarke. Nervousness caused him to stand and continue walking. Was he being paranoid? 
 
    Calm down. Take it easy. You’ll be okay. 
 
    He took several calming breaths, nodding shortly. He looked around some more. That’s when he noticed a striking twenty-something blonde approaching him along the sidewalk. She was wearing a small half-top that exposed her flat stomach and tight pink shorts showing off her wonderfully tanned legs. She must be a city girl, as the garments were too risqué for a country person. She licked a blue ice cream cone as she approached. What a little lovely. Too bad he wasn’t a few years younger. Did he grin too broadly at her? 
 
    The girl looked up, as she must have felt his scrutiny. She licked her blue cone provocatively. 
 
    Halifax grunted in appreciation. It was good to be home. 
 
    She laughed, her teeth partly stained blue. As she neared, she teased him, saying, “You shouldn’t be gawking at me like that, Grandpa.” 
 
    “Me?” Halifax asked, half-outraged. “How old do you think I am?” 
 
    “No. It’s how old do you think I am?” she asked pertly. 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    Halifax knew a moment of unease as she glanced past him, breaking the illusion of playfulness. He spun around, but there wasn’t anyone walking up behind him. Wilting in relief, he turned back to the pretty. As he was doing so, he noticed a white van slowing down on the street beside him as it came up from behind. Could the twenty-something have been glancing at the van? 
 
    Fear struck. 
 
    Halifax reached under his smock, grabbing for the handle of the small pistol tucked under his pants band. The van squealed to a stop beside him. A side door rolled open. Halifax drew his gun—cold ice cream smashed against his face, startling him. He yelled, realizing Ms. Pretty Legs used one of hers to sweep his feet out from under him. He began falling, while releasing his pistol, finding it better to use his hands to catch himself from hitting the sidewalk. 
 
    That didn’t happen. Roughnecks grabbed him from behind. They must have jumped out of the van. Halifax felt himself flying through the air. Cold wet ice cream dripped from his face. He saw the dark inner van loom before him. Then, he crashed into the waiting arms of a big fat boy. Halifax tried to hit, to fight back, bite, anything. He was far too weak. Fat arms enfolded him in a bear hug, pressing him against onion-smelling skin. 
 
    The van door closed with a bang, and he knew sickening fear. Could Clarke have initiated this, or was this the Director’s people having some fun? 
 
    Something sharp pricked his neck. He shouted in the darkness, and he felt a numbing sensation stealing his ability to perceive… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From across the street in a shop, Leona Quillian watched the abduction. It was bold and professionally done, and it had used Halifax’s lecherous nature against him, proving that whoever had done this knew the little doctor’s predilections. 
 
    He’d spotted her earlier, a mistake on her part. Well, she couldn’t worry about that now. 
 
    Raising her left arm, Quillian whispered into the sleeve. “Are you tracking the van?” 
 
    “Roger,” a voice said in her left ear from an implant. “I’ve launched a spy-stick.” 
 
    Quillian paused, thinking—an airborne spy-stick in Sparta was a risk. But she had to know what happened to Halifax. The Director had been quite insistent concerning her parameters. 
 
    Thus, she lowered her arm, accepting the new development. She had to know where they were taking Halifax and who had ordered the kidnapping. Was it Rohan Mars or Clarke of the IPO, or was there another player in the game she did not know? Whatever the case, she was going to win in the end. Of that, Quillian had no doubt. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Halifax began to stir and moan. Someone had made the noise. It could have been him. He wasn’t sure. 
 
    Someone slapped his face. His head flopped in the other direction, his neck too weak to resist the pressure. 
 
    “Wake up, Doctor. It’s time to explain this.” 
 
    Halifax groaned. He was awake, feeling queasy and weak. What had happened to him? He remembered a sexy woman licking a blue ice cream cone. Oh no, the beauty had been part of a set-up. He’d fallen easy prey for a daylight kidnapping because he enjoyed feminine beauty too much. He should have brought two of Graff’s heavies as backup. Not doing so had been a mistake. He would have to do some fast-talking. 
 
    “Maybe this will help,” a man said. 
 
    There was a click. 
 
    Halifax groaned as an intensely bright light shined in his eyes. The glare and heat on his face brought him fully around. He sat in a metal chair, his hands and feet shackled to it. He couldn’t see past the hateful light. 
 
    A humanoid shape stepped to the side and into view. “Hello, Doctor.” 
 
    It was Clarke of the IPO. “Senior Lieutenant,” Halifax said, pretending relief. “Am I glad it’s you.” 
 
    Clarke was a tall, thin man wearing a baggy gray suit with an IPO badge on the left pectoral. He wore a hat and no doubt his customary black shoes. He had a long, thin face and nose and narrow lips that seldom smiled. He had gray eyes to match his suit, and he liked everything in its place. He did not smile at Halifax’s words. 
 
    That’s when the doctor knew this was bad, very bad. He would have started fast-talking, but he wasn’t sure how to begin. It didn’t help that his mind was still sluggish from the knockout drug. 
 
    After a moment, Clarke stepped behind the glaring light. 
 
    “It has been two and a half years, Doctor. A year and a half ago I believed myself free of you. Do you know how wonderful that felt?” 
 
    “I need your help, Dan.” 
 
    “I expected you or someone else from Earth or in Earth’s pay could show up at any time to take your place. Are you surprised I deduced you were an Earth agent?” 
 
    Halifax was horrified, but he said nothing and tried to show nothing on his face. One thing seemed clear, though. At least, his sluggish mind noticed it. This hadn’t been a sanctioned IPO operation. They would have just picked him up. This was a black ops mission, or Clarke was working on his own initiative. That might be for the best, given these circumstances. 
 
    “In case anyone else from Earth showed up,” Clarke said, “I decided to clean up loose ends. I worked hard this past year and I succeeded in setting up a situation where the former blackmail evidence would be meaningless. You have no hold over me because several key people are dead.” 
 
    Halifax’s stomach knotted. Could this be true? 
 
    “I no longer need your friendship,” Clarke said in a raspy voice. 
 
    Halifax sensed the direction this was going. He had to do something fast. All he had was his wits and mouth, so he’d better get started. 
 
    “Dan, Dan,” he said, thinking as he spoke, “this is so much bigger than you and me.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Clarke said coldly. 
 
    For a moment, Halifax debated telling Clarke about Group Six. The man already knew about an Earth connection. If Clarke knew the truth… 
 
    “You’re stalling,” Clarke said. “That means you’re conniving. You’re a quick thinker—” 
 
    “Jack Brune is alive,” Halifax said fast. 
 
    Silence greeted the revelation. 
 
    “He survived the bullet wound,” Halifax added. 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Clarke said angrily. “I was there when they cremated Brune. You’d already fled. Do you know what? It felt good watching his casket slide toward the incinerator entrance. I was so close I could feel the sickening heat that would turn him to ash. That was the first inkling I had that I might be free of you and your devious ploys.” 
 
    “The person they put in the casket wasn’t Brune.” 
 
    “The Hell you say! I know it was Brune because I identified him, at least the best I could with his ruined forehead. No one could survive that kind of head shot.” 
 
    “I faked that before leaving.” 
 
    “The ruined head?” asked Clarke, dumbfounded. 
 
    “No. The body.” 
 
    A second passed. “That’s preposterous,” Clarke snarled. “Do you take me for a fool?” 
 
    “Jack’s alive, I tell you. He’s been asking about you.” 
 
    “You liar! What for? Why would Brune ask about me?” 
 
    “Before the meeting, you gave Rohan Mars information about him. Brune didn’t like that.” 
 
    There was silence until Clarke began breathing heavily from behind the glaring light. “This is impossible. I’m done with all that. I saw Brune incinerated. I identified his corpse. How do you know about Rohan…? Who is Rohan Mars?” 
 
    “So, you did sell Jack down the river. Why, Clarke?” 
 
    There was more heavy breathing. It must mean that Clarke was thinking as hard and as fast as he could. 
 
    Halifax thought faster; as a goblin of a man, it was his great power. “If Rohan Mars has a hold on you, I can help you get rid of that.” 
 
    Clarke groaned. 
 
    “Release me,” Halifax said. “We can think this through together. We’ve worked well in the past. We can—” 
 
    Halifax stopped talking as Clarke stepped back into view beside the glaring light. He had a glassy look in his eyes, a controlled look. Worse, he had a gun in his right hand, the weapon aimed at the doctor. 
 
    “Clarke, listen,” Halifax said fast, maybe with a quaky voice. “I can help you. I know how. I work for the most secret Intelligence Agency in the galaxy. They’re located on Earth. You wouldn’t believe what they can do.” 
 
    The words seemed to do something to the glassiness. Clarke twitched. Then, he started firing the gun. The Senior Lieutenant kept pulling his trigger finger until his gun went click, click, click. 
 
    At that point, the glassiness in his eyes vanished. He blinked several times at an open-mouthed and panting Halifax. Sweat poured from the doctor’s skin, and a nauseating stench rose from the man. Had Halifax voided his bowels because of the ordeal? 
 
    The twitch had moved Clarke’s hand a little to the left, enough that the bullets had buried themselves into the wooden wall behind Halifax instead of the man’s flesh. 
 
    “Dan,” Halifax said in a raw voice. 
 
    Clarke holstered his gun as he continued staring at the doctor. “I should have killed you. But I didn’t. Maybe that’s lucky for me now. The galaxy’s most secret Intelligence Agency—tell me more.” 
 
    Halifax moved his lips, but no words came out. He had come that close to dying. 
 
    “You shit yourself,” Clarke sneered. “You stink like an outhouse.” 
 
    Halifax lowered his head and concentrated mightily. He couldn’t think about the blazing gun or how he’d shamed himself just now by voiding his bowels. He had flinched at each shot, certain the bullets were tearing into his flesh. He had to concentrate. What had caused the glassiness in Clarke’s eyes? What was going on here? 
 
    It was difficult to think with his ringing ears. 
 
    Halifax looked up. 
 
    Clarke stepped near and slapped his face. “Where’s Brune?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Clarke showed him the gun. “I’ll pistol-whip you if you don’t start talking.” 
 
    Halifax sensed death in the air—his. “Brune’s in a bunker outside city limits.” 
 
    “That’s a lie! Brune is dead.” 
 
    “He’s not. I brought him back to Helos, to Sparta.” 
 
    “Tell me exactly where he is,” Clarke said. 
 
    Halifax did. 
 
    “You locked him away?” Clarke snarled. 
 
    “He locked himself in the bunker. I was…I was setting up a meeting between the two of you. He’s angry, Clarke. But I know how to deal with him.” 
 
    “So do I,” Clarke said in a harsh voice. He stared at Halifax. “Wait here. I’ll be back in a few hours. We can finish our conversation then about this super-secret Earth agency.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Quillian dug out a communicator from her purse. She was walking through Lycurgus Park. Putting the communicator against an ear, she said, “Yes?” 
 
    “They killed Halifax,” an operative said. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “The kidnappers put Halifax in a shack and left. Clarke went in later. The spy-stick picked up sustained gunfire. Clarke came out alone.” 
 
    “How long were Clarke and Halifax in there before the shooting?” 
 
    “Long enough for Halifax to have bared his soul,” the operative said. 
 
    Quillian cursed softly. If that was true, Clarke would likely head for the complex where Halifax had stashed the new Brune. That would mean the cover was broken. Right. She knew what she had to do. “Listen,” she said. “Get your team. Tell them to bring the broom.” 
 
    “It’s a clean-up?” 
 
    “On aisle five,” Quillian said, using code. 
 
    “Are you sure about—?” 
 
    “Get moving,” Quillian snapped. “We may not have much time left.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Dan Clarke was thoroughly frightened. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. He didn’t know why he did the things he did when he didn’t really want to do them. He had come to believe that there was darkness in his heart. The darkness was evil, and it had led him to do horrific things. 
 
    Years ago, blackmailers had videoed him doing them. In some manner, the videos had found their way into the hands of Dr. Halifax. 
 
    Clarke tugged at the collar of his uniform. He sat beside a pilot of an IPO lifter, in an anti-grav armored vehicle, which in this instance was a troop carrier rather than a tank. It had a missile launcher and a back area for troops or prisoners as needs dictated. This lifter was almost empty. It had the pilot, a lieutenant and him. 
 
    At Clarke’s orders, the pilot had taken the lifter high, several hundred meters into the air as they headed for Brune’s safe house. 
 
    The pilot and lieutenant worked in his department, and after months of patient setup—a year and a half ago—he had found dirt on each. He had turned them, in other words, as he needed IPO personnel to help him kill key people. It had taken time, money and some desperate action, torturing, promising, killing and hunting for old videos. 
 
    Now, unexpectedly, Halifax had returned claiming Brune was still alive. Clarke had always feared the unnaturally strong and deadly Brune. Being a predator of the weak, Clarke had refined instincts, recognizing a superior predator when he saw one. Not that Brune did the sordid things that he, Clarke, did. No, Brune was above such evil, likely not even thinking such things in his darkest heart. 
 
    Clarke tugged at the collar again. He’d left Halifax in the shack. He’d used underworld thugs to kidnap the doctor. It would be best to kill those people after dealing with Brune. What should he do with the doctor then? He should kill the slippery weasel. But the man had spoken about a secret Intelligence organization, the greatest in the galaxy. Perhaps such an organization could help him— 
 
    Clarke breathed heavily. He hated his weakness that led him to do wretched things. How the IPO testers had ever missed this in him—well, they certainly had. He had an IPO badge. It let him indulge himself. If he could grind the secret information out of Halifax…maybe he could set things up so he could do whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. He could quit looking over his shoulder all the time. 
 
    An evil smile spread onto his face. As soon as Clarke realized he was doing it, he wiped it away. He didn’t want the pilot or the lieutenant to see him like that. They were already too nervous about things. 
 
    “There,” the pilot said, a stocky man with a pinched face. “That’s Graff’s complex…and there’s the bunker you were talking about.” 
 
    “Senior Lieutenant,” the older lieutenant said. He had a lined face and frightened eyes. Like the rest of them, the lieutenant wore body armor and a police helmet with IPO stenciled in front. “We’ve already put too many kilometers on the lifter. We’re going to have to—” 
 
    “Shell,” Clarke said sternly, interrupting the lieutenant. “I told you before, don’t worry about the details. I’ve already taken care of that. We find and kill the Brune imposter. I have cover for this.” 
 
    Shell studied him, clearly hoping it was true but unsure whether to believe it or not. 
 
    “Well?” the pilot asked. 
 
    Anger flared in Clarke. He’d gone over the details with them. Why couldn’t they just do their job? Because, like him, he knew they were frightened of the repercussions. 
 
    “Look,” Clarke said evenly. “We’re going down. The Brune imposter is in the basement of the bunker. I checked out the story. Halifax brought him in a cryo unit. The unit came in a starliner. It will be easy to make it look like terrorist activity.” 
 
    “What if the imposter surrenders?” Shell asked. 
 
    “No surrenders,” Clarke said. “He’s already a dead man. Then, once we have the cryo unit, we show HQ the paperwork to substantiate our story. We’ll say that we busted a Cromis terrorist cell. That will put a gold star by each of our names. The Cromis people have been making threats for years, and they’re known to use cryo units to bring in their weirdoes. If we have to, we can doctor the corpse.” 
 
    The pilot and lieutenant began nodding. 
 
    “Good,” Clarke said. “Now, let’s do this. We’re IPO, damnit. We’re the law. No one will have the balls to stop us in Sparta.” 
 
    The pilot headed down, aiming the lifter for the open area in front of the bunker. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Quillian wore a black metallic one-piece as she led the way through tall grass. It was less than an hour to dusk as the main star settled toward the horizon. Up in the sky, an IPO lifter started down. Dan Clarke was in it. 
 
    She looked back. 
 
    Behind her toiled her sniper. He carried a long heavy case. Behind him came the two-man missile team. They toted a wicked piece of ordnance set down on Helos two years ago. It would take them time to set up, though. 
 
    “Faster,” she called. 
 
    Her team moved through high grass on a hill three kilometers from the chain-link complex where the recently deceased Halifax had stashed the cryo unit. 
 
    Ah. She reached the top of the hill, crouching, pulling out a pair of electric binoculars. She scanned the complex. Two men there pointed up at the lifter. The two argued. Then, they sprinted for cover. They’d likely seen the IPO designation on the sides. 
 
    Clarke was going to do this boldly. 
 
    Quillian lowered the binoculars as she nodded. These kinds of situations were best solved with a heavy hand. She understood completely. She doubted Clarke realized what was going to happen to him. Quillian shrugged. She disliked this jerkwater planet with its hillbillies. The sooner she could report to the Director, “I took care of it, sir,” the better. 
 
    She raised the binoculars again, feeling that pleasurable sensation in her groin, knowing that she was going to wipe out a trio of jackasses. She wasn’t just going to kill them, but smear their molecules into separate atoms. She could hardly wait for the fireworks to begin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The soldier paced in the basement of the bunker. It had been hours since Halifax had left. The soldier realized, yet again, that he knew far too little about anything. He was missing memories and had implanted ones in their place. He considered them implanted because he remembered them as Jack Brune. The one thing he knew—the constant of his tiny universe—was that he was not Jack Brune. 
 
    He also knew something else. He wanted to go to Avalon IV. He wanted that because of the woman waking from stasis. Something about that was so vitally important to him— 
 
    He groaned as he rubbed his throbbing head. The pain grew so intense that he sat on the cot. 
 
    Through clenched teeth, he said, “I don’t care about the pain. The woman is important. I must find her.” 
 
    When he thought of himself as Jack Brune, the pain lessened. When he realized the woman was important to him, the pain increased. 
 
    Damn the pain. Damn the pain, because it sought to control him. It sought to use him like a pack animal. He wouldn’t let anyone control him. He did not groan even as the pain intensified. He laughed instead daring the pain in his mind to do its worst. 
 
    “Kill me if you have to,” he snarled. “I’m not listening. I’m not obeying you.” 
 
    A knock sounded from the heavy steel door at the top of the stairs. 
 
    The startled soldier shifted so he crouched beside the cot, looking up at the locked door. At the same time, the pain in his head lessened. 
 
    The knock came again, more insistently. It was a metal-on-metal knock. That couldn’t be Halifax. The way the doctor had acted before meant this was a type of safe house. The Jack Brune memories understood that. That meant— 
 
    “Open up!” a man shouted from behind the steel door. 
 
    The soldier made his choice. There was nowhere to hide down here. He lacked combat weapons. He lacked knowledge about too many things. Even as he thought these things, he found himself on the stairs, quietly stepping from one to the next. He kept watch of the door in anticipation. Would the knocking man start firing through it? No, it was a steel door. 
 
    “This is the IPO,” a man said. “I demand you open the door.” 
 
    IPO: the Brune memories told him about the organization. Dan Clarke of the IPO was supposed to be a friend, a contact in the interstellar police organization. If this was Clarke…it wasn’t the Senior Lieutenant. He would have arrived with Halifax. If the IPO demanded entrance—he was in danger. 
 
    Yet…was he right about Halifax being a spymaster? If that was true, he was the spy. If he was here on Helos, he was likely here to spy. Whom did he work for? Whom did Halifax work for? 
 
    The IPO likely hated spies. Yes. He was in danger. 
 
    “Bust it open,” the soldier heard a man on the other side say. 
 
    He crouched low on the third highest step, readying himself for anything. 
 
    With a mighty CLANG, something powerful hit the door, ripping it from its hinges, sending the heavy steel flying through the air. It struck a farther wall, smashing down into the basement. 
 
    The soldier peered up as the ramming device rolled back. An older officer in a uniform stepped into view. He held a gun in a shaky hand, clearly ready to fire at the first sign of a target. That target was him—the supposed Jack Brune. They were here to kill him. 
 
    The soldier launched upward with devastating speed and brutality. The officer must have perceived the attack, but he froze. The palm of the soldier’s right hand struck the man under his chin. That snapped the mouth closed so teeth shattered. It also crushed vertebrae in the neck. The body began to twitch as it fell. 
 
    Another officer farther back shouted in bewilderment and alarm. 
 
    By that time, the soldier had ripped the handgun from the dead man, settled the weapon into his own hand and fired. He’d noted the body armor on the officers. Thus, he did not fire at the torsos, but at the heads. 
 
    The next man was stocky, backing away, holding up his hands, one of them clutching a gun. His head disintegrated under a hail of bullets. 
 
    The last man—Dan Clarke. The soldier recognized him. He noted the nametag on his body armor. 
 
      
 
    IPO 
 
    SENIOR LIEUTENANT 
 
    DAN CLARKE 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Clarke said. He dropped his gun and raised his hands. He seemed terrified. 
 
    The soldier checked himself. He was still moving forward, but he didn’t kill Clarke. Instead, he swung his gun hand, using it to pistol-whip Clarke in the face. 
 
    The Senior Lieutenant catapulted backward, hitting the floor on his back, out cold. 
 
    The soldier scanned the upper bunker, his gun ready. There did not appear to be anyone else. He looked down at his handiwork: two dead men and Clarke with a blood-pumping gash in his forehead. The soldier wasn’t proud of his work, but he wasn’t ashamed. He had done what he needed to do because he was fighting a war. 
 
    With a moment to spare, he went down onto his hands and knees beside Clarke, examining him and comparing the man against his Brune memories. Yes. This was indeed Senior Lieutenant Dan Clarke. That was interesting information, as it meant he could trust certain Brune memories. 
 
    The soldier furrowed his brow. Clarke had come here. How could Clarke have known his whereabouts? Logically, Halifax had told him. Why wouldn’t Halifax have given Clarke the key to open the locked door? 
 
    Had there been a falling out between Halifax and Clarke? 
 
    The soldier checked his gun and collected more magazines from the others. He took a knife from the first man. He moved Clarke behind a steel stanchion, putting a bandage on the head wound, the bandage from a kit on Clarke’s belt. Then, he inched to the bunker exit, careful to remain hidden in shadows from anyone looking in from outside. 
 
    Ah. Outside the open exit, he saw that it was nearing dusk. He inched closer to the exit— 
 
    A whine alerted him. He froze, with just his eyes moving in their sockets. He saw it then—an anti-grav lifter sat in the yard with a top strobe light flashing red and blue in continuing rotation. Printed on the side was IPO LIFTER. It told him that whatever cover he had possessed was blown. This also confirmed for him that Halifax had been a spymaster, making him a spy. 
 
    The soldier frowned, gathering himself. He didn’t know enough. He— 
 
    He saw a streak of something. The thing moved toward the bunker fast. No, not the bunker but the IPO lifter. It— 
 
    It’s a missile. 
 
    Acting at almost the same instant as the thought, the soldier rolled to the left. He rolled away from the door, sprang up and dove behind a steel girder. He had a good idea about what was going to happen. 
 
    A monstrous explosion erupted. The world turned white as everything roared. Fire, blast and debris blew through the door into the bunker, wiping out everything in its path and igniting fires elsewhere. The blast blew through the open basement door, driving downward. Which meant that instead of destroying everything up here, some things survived because some of the energy went down. 
 
    The soldier hugged his tiny shelter, his face pressed against the floor as he breathed shallowly. His ears did more than ring from the explosion. His mind had gone blank. He was acting on instinct now, waiting for a second detonation that did not come. 
 
    He realized hazily that he was disoriented. The reptilian part of his mind knew he had a window of opportunity. Without conscious thought, he began crawling for the opening. As he crawled, he regained some of his equilibrium. Peering through the shredded bunker exit, he saw a world of roaring flames. What remained of the lifter was twisted, unrecognizable wreckage. 
 
    With a grunt, he rose to his feet, staggering at first and then increasing his gait. He began running through areas of flame. 
 
    There was a city nearby. Red car lights flashed in the distance, but all he could hear was the roaring in his ears from the blast. The other buildings in the complex were ruined. He saw burning corpses everywhere. Were those Graff’s people or more IPO personnel? 
 
    The soldier kept sprinting, running past the blown-down chain-link fence. He ran for intact bushes in the distance, knowing he had to exit this place now or never. He did not see a small dark-haired woman observe him through binoculars from a hill three kilometers distant. He headed for the bushes. If he made it in time, he could worry about the future then. If he failed, well, it wouldn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Quillian lowered her binoculars, she hid her astonishment. Beside her, a black-clad sniper frowned heavily even as he cradled his big rifle. 
 
    The two-man team that had fired the missile was dismantling the launcher. 
 
    “He survived,” she said. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” the sniper said. “That’s impossible. No one was supposed to survive.” 
 
    Quillian had acted with supreme brutality, using a missile with a tiny amount of antimatter in the warhead. She’d worked for Group Six and the Director long enough to know that brute force solved most problems. With Clarke coming for Brune so openly—especially with Halifax dead—it had been clear the entire mission was blown.  
 
    “Brune survived,” she said, “and it looks like he won’t get caught.” 
 
    “Should I finish him?” the sniper asked, raising his rifle suggestively. 
 
    Quillian thought about that. It would be easier all the way around. She’d learned about Halifax’s death. Now, though, Senior Lieutenant Clarke was dead, too. The Director had said if there was a chance Brune could get to Avalon IV… 
 
    “I could splash him easy,” the sniper said. 
 
    “No…” Quillian said. “Let’s see what he does next.” 
 
    “But you said it had turned into a screw up and that we—” 
 
    Quillian rounded on him with lizard speed. “What did I just say?” 
 
    The sniper nodded as he paled. “I guess we helped him by scratching Clarke, huh?” 
 
    “So it appears,” she said. “Make sure your team gets rid of everything. Then, we’ll stay in a safe house for a few days until this blows over just a little.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Brune” lay on grass well outside city limits. It was dark with stars overhead. 
 
    He’d walked here, staying in deep shadows until the sun went down, using the dark to head into the countryside. 
 
    His stomach rumbled as he lay with his hands behind his head. He was damn hungry and thirsty. He couldn’t stay out here. He didn’t have enough fat reserves yet to go without food and water for days. 
 
    What did that mean for him? 
 
    Clarke had come to murder him, using the power of the local IPO to do it. Clarke had lost his nerve at the last second, which had been pure Clarke, at least according to the Brune memories. In any case, that implied Halifax had gone to see Clarke and—what had happened between them?  
 
    Brune flat didn’t know, but could probably guess. Likely, Halifax was dead. 
 
    He gazed at the stars. The constellations up there were foreign to him even though he didn’t know what his home constellations looked like. What he did know was that the twinkling stars up there were not his. That meant he was on a strange world. That made sense, too, as he had Jack Brune’s memories. At least, the Jack Brune memories had pride of place in his thoughts. He had other sensations that he trusted more than the Brune thoughts. 
 
    The soldier grunted. This was a tangled web. 
 
    Still, he was a soldier. He would do what soldiers had done throughout time—survive in the moment. That meant he needed water, food and likely shelter. Since he had the Brune memories, maybe he ought to use them in his quest. 
 
    “What do I want?” he asked aloud. 
 
    As a soldier, he wanted to know what he had to do in order to win. He would think of his desires as his victory conditions. His first victory condition was staying alive and free. His second victory condition was regaining his memories. How could he do that? 
 
    In some fashion, he believed finding the woman who had woken up from stasis would… He didn’t know what. Finding her was important, though. 
 
    “Why is that important?” he asked. 
 
    His heart began to thump. It was important. He knew it, but didn’t know why. Thus, in lieu of anything else, he would seek the woman who had escaped the clutches of the hidden tech company, of the people Rohan Mars served. 
 
    He closed his eyes. He was supposed to be Jack Brune, was supposed to have survived the head wound two and a half years ago. According to his Brune memories, he had an ex-Patrol scout in DMR. Delbough & Macron Repairs was up in the space station. Should he try to collect the scout? He didn’t have any ID. Maybe he needed to go to his old office in the city. Would anything be there after two and a half years? 
 
    Maybe he should seek out Juan Graff. Then again, Graff had owned the attacked complex that housed the bunker. Maybe the IPO had Graff under investigation. 
 
    He would leave Graff alone for now. 
 
    The soldier closed his eyes. He would sleep here tonight and walk to the city tomorrow. He would see tomorrow if he could merge into Helos society. He had little to go on, but it was more than anything else at the moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He was ravenous upon waking. The main Rigel star peaked over the horizon, the dawn light showing newly sprouted fields around him. 
 
    Brune stood, inspected himself, rubbed away dirt and dusted off his clothes. The blast, and too much crawling, made him look like a bum. He had no doubt his dirty face wouldn’t help matters. 
 
    With a shrug, he started for the city. He could see the tallest towers in the distance. 
 
    He walked, his stomach constantly rumbling. Surprisingly, he knew the way to his office building. He did not allow himself to stagger or show any fatigue as he marched along the city sidewalks. 
 
    After three hours of walking, he reached the office building, one of the skyscrapers. Twice, police cars had passed him, the officers inside studying him closely. He had kept his eyes ahead as he strode resolutely. That must have been enough for the cops, as the vehicles had driven off each time. 
 
    He entered the building through the main lobby entrance along with many other people. He suspected cameras watched him. Two security people did. He continued to walk resolutely. This time, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    A stout man in a guard uniform hailed him. 
 
    Brune stopped, turning, watching the man approach. The partner held a comm unit, maybe reporting him or maybe just getting ready to. 
 
    “Who are you?” the stout guard said as he neared. 
 
    “Brune, why?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the questions. Brune who?” 
 
    “Jack Brune.” 
 
    “What’s your business here?” 
 
    “I have an office on the tenth floor.” 
 
    The stout guard squinted suspiciously. “I haven’t seen you before.” 
 
    “You must be new.” 
 
    “Listen, pal—” 
 
    “Jack Brune. Tell your friend to look it up.” 
 
    The stout security guard eyed him, dropping his gaze from Brune’s intense stare and maybe realizing the other was scary tough. “Why do you look so scruffy?” 
 
    Brune laughed. “Bub, if you’d been at the party I was at last night, you’d look ten times worse. The women—” Brune laughed in a lewd and knowing manner. 
 
    The stout security guard blushed. “All right, all right, I don’t want to hear about it. I’m just doing my job. We keep out the riffraff.” 
 
    “Bully for you,” Brune said, playing in persona. 
 
    The guard started back for his partner, shaking his head as he did. 
 
    Brune headed for the elevators. He rode up alone to the tenth floor and moved like a sleepwalker. He eyed the stairwell Rohan Mars had leaped over two and a half years ago. The man—android—would have plummeted ten floors down to the lobby. 
 
    The soldier shrugged, turning to his office door. Would it still belong to Brune? Surely, after two and a half years, someone else would have the space. He went to the door and saw the stenciling: Jack Brune, Locating Service. 
 
    He tried it. The door was locked. 
 
    What was the best way—? 
 
    He whirled around and walked down a hall. He reached a janitor closet, opening it easily enough when chemical smells hit him. Holding his breath while heading to the back, he reached under a bottom shelf and felt around, ripping away old tape so a key dropped into his palm. He went out, expelling his breath as he closed the closet door. 
 
    The memory had served him. 
 
    Soon, he unlocked the office door. The place smelled dusty and looked dingy. He left dust tracks as he walked across the floor. 
 
    The desk drawers had some old protein bars. They tasted awful, but he ate them anyway. He found some bottled water and guzzled it. In one drawer, he found the heavy, short-barrel WAK .55 Magnum and bullets for it. There was an extra shoulder harness. 
 
    Well, well, well, this was good. 
 
    He found clothes in a closet and tried them on. They were a little baggy, but he was underweight. Best of all, he found a wallet with an ID. He studied it and looked in a mirror. He needed to wash up and then he might pass for Brune. 
 
    He found credit bills in the wallet and a credit card. 
 
    The Brune memories had proven useful after all. Could he keep pushing forward as Brune? 
 
    He shrugged. He would push all right. Halifax, or whomever Halifax had worked for, had kept paying the bills. Since they had planned to palm him off as Brune, he would assume any Brune papers would still be in order. 
 
    He sat in the chair behind the desk. This was too easy. Clarke was dead. Someone had blasted an IPO lifter with a military-grade missile. Halifax was gone. Wouldn’t the IPO be searching for Halifax? It would depend. How did Halifax get an IPO officer to do his bidding? The Brune memories suggested Halifax blackmailed Clarke. 
 
    There were secret games going on around him. He didn’t understand everything. Maybe he should stick to his goals. That meant reaching Avalon IV. He needed data on it, but he believed he also needed the scout. That meant going to the space station. 
 
    He’d eaten, washed up, and had a weapon, credits and an ID— he stood, pitching the key in the air and catching it. He’d tape the key in the same spot. Then, he would get a shuttle ticket to go upstairs and see what happened next. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The soldier peered out a shuttle window, studying the planet outside. It was green, blue, white and brown the way Earth used to look. It wasn’t exactly the same, but with its own continental, ocean and icecap patterns. The patterns matched his Brune memories. 
 
    He shifted in his window seat and peered outside the other way, eying the space station. It was as ordinary as you could picture, a giant wheel with spokes and a long center cylinder. The wheel spun around and around to simulate gravity inside. That was cheaper than using power-draining and expensive gravity controls. 
 
    He saw spaceships and shuttles, too, more than he’d expected. 
 
    The Brune ID and credits had worked at the spaceport, although the credit card had expired. He hadn’t put it in the slot, as the attendant had detected the expiration date. That’s when he’d noticed a greater police presence at the spaceport. They were watching for something or someone. IPO agents had rushed into the main terminal building. Of course, of course, the missile and downed IPO lifter had likely created a shit-storm. Maybe this was a bad time to head up to the space station. 
 
    Figuring it would look suspicious if he left, he’d taken out credit notes, paying with cash. Despite his qualms, he’d had no trouble boarding the shuttle. 
 
    He was glad he’d put the WAK .55 in a cargo box. He’d leave it there when departing the shuttle. 
 
    He peered out the window again, watching, wondering what the future held for him. He was a cipher in a complex game of others’ makings. He wanted to break out of that—and do what exactly? Find the woman on Avalon IV. That was his goal. He didn’t know why it was so important to him, but he felt certain he would learn if he kept plowing through all obstacles. 
 
    Soon, the shuttle began its final approach to a space station docking bay. His stomach tightened as gray bulkheads passed before the window. He had a feeling that getting the ex-Patrol scout would prove much more difficult than he expected. 
 
    The missile and downed IPO lifter might have put local Concord and Helos officialdom on high alert. How would they view such a thing? He didn’t know. He would plow ahead and hope for the best. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His Brune memories told him DMR was a huge outfit, taking up an eighth of the giant space station. DMR serviced all kinds of spacecraft, including IPO escorts and Patrol scouts. It was one of the reasons the original Brune had brought the ex-Patrol boat to them. DMR had the knowledge and skills to repair the spacecraft. 
 
    There were a few IPO agents in the exit area. They were scanning people leaving the shuttle. He put a blank look on his face and walked with the largest group. No one stopped him, which surprised him. What were they looking for? 
 
    He exited the docking terminal and headed into the widest space station corridors. Surprisingly, he knew which way to go. 
 
    After a brisk walk, he moved through glass doors with a DMR sign overhead. He stepped into a vast lobby with over a hundred milling people and service reps. He put his newly acquired Brune ID into a reference slot and received a number. He took that to a bank of chairs, sat and waited one hour and seventeen minutes, while becoming increasingly nervous. He thought about leaving, deciding he would make his exit in another ten minutes. 
 
    A slim young woman approached where he was sitting. She gave him a mechanical smile with no warmth in her brown eyes. She wore a jacket and skirt ensemble, the badge on the jacket indicating a corporate vice president. She looked too young to have made it so high already. She either had brains and ambition or had slept her way up the ladder, or maybe both. 
 
    “Mr. Brune?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded as he stood. 
 
    “Could I see some ID, please?” 
 
    He pulled it from the wallet, showing it to her. 
 
    She leaned nearer, studying the picture and then him, doing it twice as if suspicious about him. 
 
    “I’ve lost weight,” he said. 
 
    “Yes. That might explain the difference.” She straightened. “Excuse me, but there have been irregularities with your account. I was instructed to make certain it was you.” 
 
    “Are you satisfied?” 
 
    “The computer said you died two and a half years ago.” 
 
    “A computer error,” he said. “You see me in the flesh and here’s the ID. I was badly wounded back then, though.” 
 
    “I see. Errors of such magnitude seldom happen… I must clear this.” 
 
    He shrugged even though her words made him uneasy. The missile and downed IPO lifter weren’t helping him any. 
 
    “A moment,” she said, walking away, pulling a blue communicator from a jacket pocket. She spoke quietly, glancing at him several times, nodding and frowning as she did. 
 
    He didn’t like it, expecting IPO people to rush into the lobby and arrest him. But what could he do now? He couldn’t very well run. He was on a space station, one probably on high alert. Had he trapped himself coming up here? 
 
    She frowned more, speaking rapidly until she clicked her communicator closed and replaced it in the jacket pocket. She returned to where he was standing. 
 
    “I’m Tara Alor, head of the Repossession Department. You’ve been gone a long time, Mr. Brune. But I have been instructed to proceed with your claim. It appears there must have been a computer error after all concerning your death. If you would follow me, please.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, noticing a small device in the hand that had been holding the communicator. Was that an alert button? Or perhaps a microsecond shield generator? If the latter, those were expensive and hard to come by. Just who was this “vice president” anyway? 
 
    He blinked, surprised at his thoughts. How did he know about a microsecond shield generator and that they were hard to come by? He shrugged. He seemed to know. He didn’t see any reason to discount the thought. 
 
    Tara Alor turned away and led him out of the lobby into a corridor. She had nice legs and a beautiful walk. He wondered if her beauty was supposed to distract him. He thought it possible. 
 
    She led him through a maze of corridors, turning, climbing stairs, turning again. It might have been confusing, but he had an excellent memory concerning routes. This must have been the long route, as the walk took much longer than he expected. Finally, in what seemed like a remote region, they entered a large office with a huge window showing Helos surrounded by stars and one of its orbiting moons. 
 
    He studied the window. It wasn’t a projection, but the real deal. Would a vice president of the Repo Department get an office with a view like this? He didn’t think so. 
 
    As he sat in a chair in front of the desk, he noticed small security cameras on the ceiling. 
 
    Tara Alor cleared her throat and folded her hands on the desk. There was no evidence of the small device anymore. She didn’t smile, and there was no fear in her eyes at being alone with a brute like him. 
 
    “Mr. Brune,” she began, “Delbough & Macon Repairs has been quite patient with you, awaiting payment for extensive repairs to your ship. We thought you were dead, and would have auctioned off your vessel to recoup our losses, but there was an IPO request for us to ‘hang onto’ the scout for a time. Did you contact the IPO perchance and request this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said. “Well, whatever the case, we will proceed. The two-and-a-half-year docking fee added to your repair bill…” She clicked a unit so a small screen rose from the desk. She studied the screen before looking up in surprise. “According to this, you only paid the initial fee, and none of the repair bill.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “Maybe that’s another computer error.” 
 
    She looked at the screen, shaking her head as she regarded him again. 
 
    He gave her what he hoped was a winning smile. It felt like a Brune thing to do. It also felt as if it was time for some swift action. He had a sense that he needed to leave the Rigel System. First, he had to secure the scout and plenty of fuel. 
 
    “You people have been more than patient with me, and I appreciate that. I’m not one to forget such things. How much do I owe DMR?” 
 
    She told him the amount. It was huge, off the scale for someone like him. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I see. Well, I have to make a few arrangements for that amount, but I can come up with the full payment by next week.” 
 
    “I find that difficult to believe.” 
 
    He ignored the remark. “Before I can get your money together, I need to get an item I left on the ship.” 
 
    “That is out of the question.” 
 
    “I know the corporation desires its credits—” 
 
    “We’re far beyond shaky promises,” she said, interrupting. “Now that you’re here, we no longer have to hold the vessel per the IPO request. That means we can begin auctioning it to recoup losses. If you can meet the costs, that’s one thing. According to your bank account, however, the odds you can make those payments are slim. Such being the case, I won’t allow you on the vessel, because Delbough & Macon Repairs will soon auction everything inside in order to help cover the docking fees. Then, we will have an open bidding, hoping to recover the extensive bill by selling the ship to whoever will buy it.” 
 
    He blinked several times, surprised at her abrupt shift, mentally shuffling for strategies, but coming up empty. Then he had a Brune idea. “I’m, uh, on a new case. I need the shipboard item to help me—” 
 
    “Mr. Brune, do you understand the meaning of the word ‘no’?” 
 
    He sat back in his chair, eyeing her, sensing something terribly wrong. The computer said he was dead. Would someone like Tara ignore that? Would higher company officials ignore that? It seemed doubtful to say the least. Then, there had been the long route here, the high-tech item she’d palmed earlier, and her abrupt change of manner now—there was something peculiar about Tara Alor. He couldn’t quite place it, but realized it had been bothering him from the first. In an instant, he understood. She had a feel like the three androids, the lookalike Rohan Mars triplets. 
 
    He didn’t have the WAK .55 on him, as it had remained in the locked box at the space station terminal. He’d been afraid to claim it; certain sensors would have detected it on him. 
 
    “Do you mind if I step outside for a smoke?” he asked. That sounded like a harmless request to get him out of her office. It was time to leave while he could. 
 
    She cocked her head as if questioning his request. 
 
    He stared at her, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “You do not smoke,” she said at last, robotically. “Your request, therefore, leads me to believe that you have reason to fear being in my office and wish to make a hasty exit.” 
 
    If she was an android like the trio, which he was inclined to believe—a spot in the middle of his forehead began to itch. Rohan’s bullet had gone in there; at least he had memories of that. The first time, the androids would have slain Brune in the initial rush without the hand cannon blazing away. If Tara was an android—he could pick up the chair and repeatedly bash her over the head with it. The chair was metal and fabric, and he believed himself strong enough to break an android head. 
 
    “We shall now dispense with the falsehoods, Mr. Brune. You have absolutely no method to make payment for the scout. I lied earlier about the IPO. They did not give DMR any instructions regarding the craft. Instead, we have paid the docking fees, waiting for someone to claim it. After your initial demise two and a half years ago, we found irregularities concerning you. Also, the Patrol emplaced heightened security around Avalon IV.” 
 
    His gut twisted with dread. 
 
    “Does it surprise you that I should speak of the proscribed planet?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Why would DMR care about—?” 
 
    “Mr. Brune, when I say ‘we,’ I am not referring to DMR. Surely, you realize that.” 
 
    He said nothing, wondering why she bothered with all this chitchat. It didn’t make sense. Was she buying time? 
 
    “You are here speaking with me today because we have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “A proposition,” he said, using a Brune tactic as he winked at her. “Sure. If you’re kinky, we can do it right here in your office.” 
 
    Tara removed her folded hands from the desk. 
 
    He noticed she held the small device again. 
 
    She did not appear agitated with his off-color comment, but as if she judged him and did not appreciate what she saw. “Let us dispense with your sophomoric antics, as I find them wearisome.” 
 
    “You can call me Jack,” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are not as stupid as you are pretending to be.” 
 
    He shed the Brune antics with a twitch, tensing for an attack from her. 
 
    “Three individuals visited Brune two and a half years ago. They made him a proposal, which he declined. The report said he died, shot in the head. Now, you are here, claiming to be him. Surprisingly, you have a similar physique and similar superiorities as he. We have concluded that you also possess Anza Drop Trooper training. Much time has passed since the original offer, but the Patrol presence around Avalon IV has finally decreased. We are still interested in determining the woman’s fate and believe using you as an advanced scout makes sense.” 
 
    “What makes you think I would trust you? How can you people trust me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “You are no longer playing the buffoon. Perhaps you understand. And I see that my help has finally arrived. Good. It has been wearisome using these delaying falsehoods.” 
 
    He noticed a blinking green light beside the desk screen. 
 
    The office door slid up and a battlesuited marine—or someone wearing a marine combat suit—aimed an ugly auto-rifle at him. The battlesuit of metal armor, exoskeleton power-units and engine must have weighed two tons altogether. The helmet had a mirrored visor and the main chassis had softly purring servos. 
 
    “You spoke of help,” he said. “Yet, you’re talking about giving me the scout in the belief I’ll go to Avalon IV for you—” It hit him then, how Tara was going to do this. “You plan to artificially alter my thinking?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Tactics, a soldier used tactics, which at times meant misdirection. “Then your files on me are lacking. I’m immune to mental adjustments, to post-hypnotic commands and mind-altering drugs. If you’re smart, you’ll send away the marine and let me walk.” 
 
    Tara stood up. 
 
    So did the soldier. 
 
    The battlesuited marine entered the room, put a heavy metal glove on his left shoulder and pushed him back down into the chair. The door automatically slid closed behind the marine. 
 
    “You are predictable,” Tara said, opening a wall safe. She extracted a hypogun and several glass capsules of different colors. She examined the capsules, choosing the green one, slipping it into the hypogun. 
 
    “Is Delbough & Macon Repairs working with the mysterious tech company?” 
 
    “Really, Mr. Brune, you are quite boring. Now sit still. We want you in prime condition for the mission.” 
 
    He did no such thing, but with a mighty tug wrenched his shoulder out from under the marine’s exoskeleton grip. That ripped his shirt and left bloody marks on his skin. He slid from the chair and rolled onto the floor. 
 
    “Restrain him,” Tara commanded. 
 
    The battlesuit’s servos purred as the marine lunged for him. The soldier leaped backward out of the battlesuit’s grasp, his shoulders smashing against the wall. The marine lurched faster at him. The soldier scrambled madly from the marine’s path as he crab-walked backward on the floor. 
 
    “Restrain him now,” Tara said. 
 
    By then, the soldier was up on his feet, backing away, moving in a circular path. The battlesuit swiveled and came at him, still holding onto the auto-rifle. The soldier realized he would never make it to the hatch to escape. So, as the battlesuit lined up with the window, the soldier leaped, moving cobra-quick. The element of surprise gave him a half-second, and he was lightning fast when he wanted to be. The soldier reached out and pressed a switch on the auto-rifle. Like that, five heavy slugs fired from the orifice, each one slamming against the window. The first shot cracked it. The second shot lengthened the crackling lines. The third, fourth and fifth shots shattered the huge window. 
 
    The soldier was already on the floor beside Tara. As the auto-rifle fired, she dove for the floor, reaching for one of the bolted-down desk legs. He chopped at her hands, but she refused to let go. Staring at her, he hit her in the face. It was like hitting sheet metal. He struck again. She defended with her hands— 
 
    The explosive rush of atmosphere picked up Tara Alor. The surprise caused her to release the tiny unit. 
 
    Holding onto a desk leg with one hand, the soldier snatched the tiny unit out of the air. 
 
    Tara shrieked as the rush of air lifted and expelled her out of the window. In the vacuum of space outside the station, she twisted futilely. 
 
    The battlesuit staggered in the hurricane-level shriek. He tripped over something on the floor and suddenly toppled out of the shattered window. 
 
    The soldier pressed the switch on the disc and felt a sizzling sensation. A personal force field activated. For a moment longer, he had enough air pressure around him that he did not explosively decompress. Air and water remained in his lungs, eyes and other body parts. 
 
    As the tiny shield generator powered down, all the air in the office left. He was in vacuum, meaning there was no more wind. He stood, rushed to an emergency override switch and pressed it, ready for what happened next. The metal door slid open. Air from the corridors began rushing out with hurricane force. He grabbed an edge and yanked himself into the corridor barely in time. The hatch shut—an emergency procedure—just as the force-field disc lost the last of its power. 
 
    He was alive. Would vacuum hurt an android like Tara Alor? How had the mysterious tech company inserted her into Delbough & Macon Repairs? 
 
    He tried to get up. He needed to move. Instead, because of a delayed lack of oxygen to his lungs, he passed out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The soldier didn’t stay out for long, waking up as emergency sirens continued to blare. He felt exhausted as he climbed to his feet. 
 
    First glancing both ways, not seeing anyone, he began walking, getting the heck out of here. Then it dawned on him. Cameras would be recording his getaway. Station security and likely the IPO would question him concerning terrorist activity. That was what blowing a window out in a space station would look like in their eyes. If they had connected him in any way to the missile and downed IPO lifter yesterday— 
 
    Terrorist action—they would look for connections if they hadn’t already. 
 
    As he kept hoofing it, his chest began throbbing worse than ever. He needed a plan…a plan…but he didn’t have one, as he felt too lousy to think straight. He couldn’t run into the countryside while stuck on a space station. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he could keep going at this pace. Security cameras watched him. Better they catch him the easy way instead of coming at him with guns blazing. The soldier began staggering, clutching at his chest. He fell dramatically to his knees, making sure to put a surprised look on his face. Then he keeled over, hitting the floor with his chest. 
 
    After that, he closed his eyes and waited. He must have really passed out again, because the next thing he knew big armored battlesuited marines were hauling him to his feet. Did DMR have these guys on standby? No, he doubted that. He saw IPO MARINES stenciled on their chests. 
 
    “There’s been an accident,” he said. 
 
    None of the battlesuits said a word. One of them picked him up, taking him to a waiting med-unit outside the main DMR building. The medics inside the med sled began working on him. They were terse, saying nothing, and finally, one of them put a respirator over his mouth. 
 
    That took away the ache in his chest, but by that point, he felt sleepy again. 
 
    Soon, medics with a grav-gurney took him from the parked sled and through clean corridors into a hospital room. A doctor showed up, fussed over him and finally declared that his hardy constitution had saved him from real harm. 
 
    By that time, an IPO lieutenant showed up with two IPO gunmen in tow. The stern gunmen flanked the door, keeping their eyes glued on him. 
 
    The lieutenant’s last name was Hoth. He was stocky with a red face and black hair, like a cat’s pelt on his head. He wore a long coat and fat enfolded hard, dark, accusing eyes. 
 
    He asked how Brune was feeling, but the soldier didn’t get the idea Hoth really cared. It was what a person should ask when greeting a victim in the hospital, and Hoth obviously played by the rules. The lieutenant nodded noncommittally when the soldier told him he felt sluggish. Then, Hoth asked him to repeat exactly what had happened to blow out a space-station window. 
 
    Hoth could have used a recorder, but he opted for a notepad and jotted notes. The soldier didn’t care for the scratching pencil, wondering if Hoth ever forgot what he wrote in there. 
 
    “Hmm…” Hoth said when the soldier was done. Snapping the notepad shut and stuffing it in a coat pocket, the lieutenant said, “Orbital Security failed to pick up any Tara Alor remains outside.” 
 
    The soldier had left out a lot. Now, he said, “I had the feeling she was a robot.” 
 
    Hoth stared at him. “Why would you think something so ridiculous?” 
 
    “Maybe she had maneuvering jets in her boots and fuel in her legs and flew away before Orbital Security arrived.” 
 
    “The vacuum you swallowed must have scrambled your brains instead of your lungs. Tara Alor didn’t go anywhere. She blew up, every part of her.” 
 
    The soldier blinked several times before asking, “Did Orbital Security scoop up any bio tissue?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Brune—if you are Brune? She violently exploded into molecules and atoms. According to reports, she exploded with the power of a nova bomb.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The blast shook the entire station. How is it you didn’t feel it?” 
 
    “I must have been unconscious when it happened. She kept a nova bomb on her? How was that even possible?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I said she blew up at nova-bomb strength. The tech people don’t know how she did that yet. One thing is certain, her remains are scattered or vaporized so thoroughly that if she were a robot—why do you think she was?” 
 
    “It was just a feeling.” The soldier kept thinking about Hoth’s comment, “If you are Brune.” 
 
    “Vacuum poisoning of the mind,” Hoth said. “By the way, the marine is also dead but not as dramatically. Security found him with his visor open. He was all out of air.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “That’s funny. I was about to ask if you opened the visor for him before you pushed him outside?” 
 
    “How do you push two tons of armor?” 
 
    “That’s not an answer. I could even construe it as evasion.” 
 
    “Maybe the marine had a post-hypnotic command or had been drugged. Drugging would explain how I managed what I did. Did you check his helmet comm-log? My credits are on someone radioing him once he was floating outside. Whatever the person said to him activated the conditioning and the marine killed himself by opening his visor.” 
 
    “Do you know how difficult it is to condition someone to commit suicide?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Hoth said, although without heat. “How do you expect me to believe that you’re Jack Brune? You know some goons killed Brune two and a half years ago, don’t you?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head. “After their assault, Dr. Halifax put me in suspended animation. I’m still fuzzy on quite a few things about that, though.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. Halifax grabbed you—with a bullet in your brain—and left a Brune lookalike to go into an incinerator for cremation? Why would he bother with such an elaborate deception?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that part. I just know I’ve been away a long time, recovering. I also know that my office was just like I left it, with my gun and clothes in place. Someone was paying my rent all this time.” 
 
    “Is that so? Tell me. How does one recover from a bullet in the brain?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask Dr. Halifax about that.” 
 
    “I plan to,” Hoth said, “after I’m done talking to you.” 
 
    The soldier’s expression didn’t change, but his stomach tightened. Was the lieutenant telling the truth? What had happened to Halifax anyway? Where had the little man gone after leaving the bunker?” 
 
    “You’re awfully quiet all of a sudden,” Hoth said. 
 
    “Is Dr. Halifax well?” 
 
    Hoth took out his notebook, flipping it open, flipping pages. “Uh-huh, uh-huh, by the way, how well do you know Dan Clarke?” 
 
    “He’s a Senior Lieutenant in the IPO.” 
 
    “He was that. He was also supposed to be your good friend, Brune, your contact in the Helos IPO. You called him, and he did what he could for you. That was against regulations, of course. Tell me, Brune, why did Clarke do all that for you?” 
 
    “We hit it off back in the day.” 
 
    “What about yesterday when Clarke landed at one of Graff’s offsite locations? Why did you set him up for a missile strike? Why did you have antimatter in the warhead?” 
 
    “I didn’t set up anyone.” 
 
    “We scrubbed the place, Brune. Do you know what we found in the bunker basement?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head. 
 
    “A destroyed cryo unit, the one Dr. Halifax shipped on a starliner, the one that had you in it, I’m guessing. Know what else?” 
 
    The soldier said nothing. 
 
    “Graff said he rented the place to Halifax.” 
 
    Tactics, misdirection, lies and—sometimes the truth worked when the enemy expected more lies. It was time to maneuver again. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of that,” the soldier said. “I woke up a short time ago down in the bunker basement. I’d been in the cryo unit like you said. The doctor told me he was leaving the bunker in order to set up a meeting with Clarke. The next thing I knew, someone smashed open the basement door. They hauled me out. That’s when the missile struck. Somehow, I survived the explosion.” 
 
    “So did Clarke.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. He’ll tell you I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    Hoth stared at him with those suspicious eyes. “No. Clarke’s in a coma. I don’t know if he’ll ever wake up, either.” 
 
    The soldier remained silent. 
 
    “Who are you really?” Hoth asked. 
 
    “Jack Brune.” 
 
    “How can a man heal from a bullet in the head?” 
 
    “Dr. Halifax can tell you that. I don’t know. I’ve been out for two and a half years, proof that a man can heal from the most outrageous wounds.” 
 
    “Did you know that Clarke had been corrupted?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He’s been under internal investigation the past three months.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. What have you found?” 
 
    “Why do you think Tara Alor was a robot?” 
 
    “Gut feeling, I guess.” 
 
    “How does a man survive a ten-floor drop?” 
 
    “You’re jumping around with your questions,” the soldier said. “I suppose you’re talking about Rohan Mars. Look, Lieutenant, I destroyed two robots in my office two and a half years ago—” 
 
    “I read the IPO report. I also read about witnesses seeing a man land hard from the stairwell. He raced out of the building unharmed. No one has ever seen him since. Why did robot people come to see you, Brune? What did Tara Alor want with you? Why did Dr. Halifax disappear that day two and a half years ago?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know any of those things.” 
 
    Hoth smiled like a shark. “That’s okay. We’re going to keep you here a long time, a long time, Brune. If you can remember anything, let me know. Otherwise…” Hoth waited. 
 
    The soldier lay back, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    Hoth grunted before turning to the two gunmen. “Don’t let him out of your sight. Go with him even into the restroom. I want him here after I’ve finished with that weasel Halifax.” 
 
    If Hoth thought that had an impact on the soldier, the lieutenant was right. The soldier closed his eyes, though. It was time to heal, because soon, he would have to make a break for the scout. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Halifax paced back and forth in a cell. He wore blue coveralls and blue prison slippers. IPO officers had stormed the shack yesterday, finding him chained to the same chair in which he’d soiled himself. 
 
    An officer had wrinkled his nose, leaving and coming back with different garments. “Clean yourself up, man.” 
 
    Afterward, they took him straight to the Sparta spaceport. He left for the space station and answered questions there—here—by a Lieutenant Hoth. For once, Halifax had stuck to the truth, at least regarding how he’d gotten into the shack. He’d told Hoth about Clarke’s interrogation. Then he began fabricating, saying Clarke secretly hated Jack Brune and always had. Halifax was worried for his friend. Was Brune all right? 
 
    Lieutenant Hoth had left without answering. 
 
    Halifax had showered, eaten and tried to nap. He’d tossed and turned, being too wound up to sleep. 
 
    The cell door opened. A muscled guard crooked his finger. Halifax followed him out into a different, bigger room, one with a table and two chairs. The guard left. 
 
    Halifax walked around, trying to burn off nervous energy. He didn’t know what to do. He wanted to know what had happened since Clarke had spoken to him. 
 
    A door opened, and Lieutenant Hoth entered the room. “You busy, Doctor?” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. 
 
    “Come with me,” Hoth said.  
 
    Halifax hurried. The two of them walked down corridors, leaving the prison. They climbed into a two-seat floater, moving faster through larger corridors. 
 
    “Did you find Brune?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “We have him in detention.” 
 
    Halifax nodded as if relieved. 
 
    “How did he survive a bullet to the head, Doctor? Where did you take him two and a half years ago?” 
 
    “That’s privileged client-doctor information.” 
 
    Hoth didn’t press. He parked in a hospital area. They alighted, entering the building and heading up for the ICU ward. A guard joined them, walking directly behind the doctor. 
 
    “Here,” Hoth said, pointing at a table in a small room. 
 
    Halifax and the others all put on masks. The three followed a tall doctor into a dimly lit room. On a med cot lay a man swathed in bandages with a breathing mask over his mouth and nose. 
 
    Hoth and Halifax stepped up to the med cot. Halifax’s eyes bugged outward. It was Dan Clarke. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Halifax asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Antimatter blast and burns,” Hoth said. “You should know. You ordered the hit.” 
 
    “Me?” Halifax squeaked. “I was chained to a chair. Clarke interrogated me, remember? He fired his gun six times. I thought he was killing me.” 
 
    Hoth said nothing. 
 
    The med screen on the wall began to beep in alarm. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to leave,” the tall doctor said from behind her mask. 
 
    “Will he live?” Hoth asked her. 
 
    “I’d say he has a twenty percent chance. But you must leave immediately.” 
 
    “Revive him,” Hoth said. 
 
    The doctor stiffened in outrage. 
 
    Hoth pulled a wallet from his coat. He opened it and showed the tall doctor. “This is a special order from the President. This gives me the authority.” 
 
    The doctor peered at whatever was written there. “Your request is inhumane,” she said. 
 
    “We believe Cromis terrorists have struck Helos,” Hoth said. “Clarke might have been working for them. If that’s true, the man doesn’t deserve any of your sympathy.” 
 
    The doctor straightened, stared at Clarke and then went to a tray. She picked up a syringe, hesitated before shrugging, and gave him an injection. 
 
    Clarke twitched, twitched again and his eyelids began fluttering. He opened his eyes, although it wasn’t certain he saw anything. 
 
    Hoth bent over him, clutching the man’s shoulders, making Clarke moan and wince. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Dan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Clarke croaked between cracked lips. 
 
    “Dr. Halifax is here. You chained him in a shed. You interrogated him. Why?” 
 
    Clarke’s brow furrowed. He had a terrible blood-clotted gash on his forehead. 
 
    At Hoth’s signal, the guard pushed Halifax forward. The small doctor smiled in-gratingly at Clarke. 
 
    “Halifax,” Clarke said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Hello, Dan. I hope you get better.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Hoth told Halifax. “Listen to me, Dan. We’ve read your report, the one you left in your office. You suspected Cromis terrorists had reached Helos. We know they ship explosives and other devices in cryo units. Was Halifax part of the Cromis link?” 
 
    Clarke eyed the small brown-skinned man hovering nervously by his bed. “No,” he wheezed. 
 
    “No?” asked Hoth, surprised. “Why did you interrogate him? Why did you fire six times beside him?” 
 
    Halifax sweated these seconds. He feared Clarke would talk about Earth Intelligence. He didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “Why did you interrogate him?” Hoth asked again. 
 
    Clarke eyed Halifax once more before wheezing, “Brune. Brune never liked me. Dr. Halifax said he was alive. I was trying to find out where.” 
 
    “Is Brune connected with the Cromis terrorist ring?” Hoth asked. 
 
    “Brune’s with Earth,” Clarke wheezed. 
 
    Halifax suppressed a shudder. Why didn’t Clarke shut up? This was a disaster. 
 
    “We read the secret IPO report you wrote many years ago,” Hoth said. “Brune was an Anza Drop Trooper. According to the report, he left Earth a blank, slowly regaining his wits on a starliner. Dr. Halifax discovered the tattoo under Brune’s left arm that proclaimed him an Anza Trooper and figured out the rest.” 
 
    Clarke raised a weak arm. “Brune tried to save me… He dragged me.” 
 
    “Save you?” asked Hoth, stunned. “You mean in the bunker yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he the same Brune as two and a half years ago?” Hoth asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why did you interrogate Halifax?” Hoth asked. 
 
    “Intelligence…” Clarke wheezed. “Trick…” 
 
    The med screen on the wall began beeping in alarm. 
 
    Clarke groaned before his midsection surged upward, his eyes bulging as if he was in intense pain. 
 
    The screen wailed in alarm. 
 
    “Move aside,” the tall doctor said. 
 
    Clarke’s entire body relaxed as she reached him. The wall screen showed that he flatlined. 
 
    After several seconds of work, the doctor’s shoulders slumped. She turned to Hoth. “I hope you’re happy. He’s dead. The stimulant or your questions were too much for him.” 
 
    Hoth was frowning, although it didn’t seem as if he’d heard the doctor. Slowly, he rounded on Halifax. “What did he mean, ‘Intelligence’?” 
 
    “He wanted information, intelligence,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Information about what?” 
 
    “You heard him. On Brune. Clarke has always been afraid of Brune.” 
 
    “What did he mean by ‘trick’?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Halifax said, trying hard not to smile. That had been a close call. Clarke had died barely in time. 
 
    “What connection does Brune have with Cromis terrorists?” 
 
    “I think Brune had a case against one once,” Halifax said. “Yes. He went to Cromis III four years ago, bringing in a fugitive. He must have angered the Cromis matriarchs that time. I imagine they’ve been yearning for revenge ever since.” 
 
    Hoth stared at Halifax until he turned to the guard. “Take him back to his cell. Let him marinate. When you’re ready to tell the truth, Doctor, let me know. Until then, expect to stay with us a good long time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Halifax paced in his cell for hours. Due to Hoth’s questioning, he learned about the antimatter missile strike at Graff’s complex. What did the strike mean? He was sure it meant the Director’s killers had made their first move. Why had they tried to kill Brune, though? Did the Director’s killers think he’d double-crossed Group Six? If that was true, his life was in danger from them. Would they try to hit him and Brune on the space station? 
 
    In the end, mentally and physically exhausted, Halifax lay on his cot, falling fitfully asleep. After a time, he snorted awake as a flashlight shined in his eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Halifax muttered, squinting, using a hand to shield his eyes from the light. 
 
    “Shhh,” a woman said. “We have to move fast.” 
 
    Halifax’s scrotum shriveled as hot fear radiated in his groin. The Director’s people were back at it. Did they think he was a fool? “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    The light pulled back until the woman turned it, showing her face. She was older, with wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She didn’t look like a hitman, but wore some kind of uniform. She shined the light on him again, although not in his eyes this time. “You don’t want to reach the scout?” 
 
    “Yeah, right, like that’s where you’d take me.” 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” she asked. 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “I run the station security center. I was there when they brought you in.” 
 
    “You’re IPO?” 
 
    “No. I run the station security center, the ‘prison,’ if you want to be old fashioned.” 
 
    “You’re the warden?” 
 
    “Look. I’m supposed to take you to your scout. I showed my good faith by showing you my face. You could describe me or point me out in a lineup. So, we can’t dawdle here, or there will be hell to pay for both of us.” 
 
    Halifax sat up, bewildered by the turn of events. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    She hesitated before saying, “It’s a favor for a friend.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Give me the real reason.” 
 
    “You’re making this difficult.” 
 
    “Look, lady, bad people want to kill me. This is crazy, anyway. How do I know you’re not going to bring me to them?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said after a moment. “I hadn’t thought of that. You don’t trust me. I heard about the first terrorist attack. There was another here earlier this afternoon—space station time. It’s night, by the way. I’m assuming you’re the terrorist leader.” 
 
    Halifax blinked repeatedly. “This isn’t making sense. You’re the law, part of the law, anyway. Why would you help terrorists?” 
 
    “So you are a Cromis terrorist?” 
 
    “No!” Halifax said, outraged. “Oh, this is finally making sense. You’re setting me up, trying to get me to confess to crimes I didn’t commit.” He raised his head and spoke louder, “It’s not going to work, Lieutenant. I didn’t have anything to do with the missile strike.” 
 
    “Shhh,” she said, lunging onto him, pushing him down and putting a hand over his mouth. She turned the flashlight, scanning the open cell door and beyond into the corridor. In a moment, she eased off him. “What’s wrong with you? Do you want me to get caught?” 
 
    He heard the wounded outrage in her voice. She was frightened. Could she really be the warden—the head of the station security center? Who would have paid her to free him? This made no sense. Wouldn’t the person have had to pay her a fortune to risk this? 
 
    “Listen,” he whispered. “Tell me who you’re doing this for and why. Otherwise, I’m staying here.” 
 
    She breathed rapidly for several seconds, maybe thinking it through. “The man didn’t give me a name.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What did he look like?” 
 
    “Short, dark hair and wearing black goggles,” she said. 
 
    “Rohan Mars,” Halifax whispered, more baffled than ever. “What was his pressure point?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why are you doing this? What did he tell you?” 
 
    “You’re a weasel like Hoth says. Why do you need to know?” 
 
    “Life and death reasons,” Halifax muttered. 
 
    “All right, all right. He paid me, paid me an exorbitant amount. I’m sick of my job. I want to live for a change while I’m still young enough to enjoy things.” 
 
    Halifax believed he heard truth in her voice. Of course, he realized that he wanted to believe her. What a man wanted to believe he could sometimes convince himself was happening even if it wasn’t. 
 
    “You said a scout,” he said. “Do you mean the ex-Patrol scout under Jack Brune’s name?” 
 
    “Yes. Now, are you coming or not?” 
 
    “I want to trust you…” 
 
    She exhaled. “Here. He said this might convince you.” She pushed something into his hands. 
 
    Halifax felt—a gun, a revolver. It was huge and heavy. She shined the light on it. Oh, man, it was Brune’s WAK .55 Magnum. He pushed out the cylinder, finding big bullets in it. He pulled one out, inspecting it. It looked legitimate. 
 
    “How long are you going to take?” she hissed. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Halifax said. “I’m convinced.” As they headed out of the cell, he wondered just how much Rohan Mars had paid the woman. Well, it didn’t matter. It was time to scram, getting as far away from the Director’s killers as he could. 
 
    He followed her down the hall. She’d clicked off the flashlight. They moved almost soundlessly through the prison, avoiding cells and other people. 
 
    He held the hand cannon with both hands. He certainly hoped he didn’t have to fire this thing. It would tear the arm out of its socket. Why was Rohan paying this lady? The obvious answer was that Rohan wanted Brune to make the space jump onto Avalon IV. Yet, what would have caused Rohan to believe Brune would do that all of a sudden? Hmm… this would bear some deep thought. Maybe the android had secretly tagged the scout. The tech company’s people would show up later in a bigger spacecraft, maybe to scoop them up. 
 
    That seemed risky for them. Would the likelier move have been for the android try to jump them on the way to the scout? Wouldn’t Rohan know they would expect him to do that? 
 
    “My head hurts,” Halifax said. 
 
    The woman rounded on him, glaring in the dim light. 
 
    Something seemed way off about this. Halifax’s gut squeezed painfully. He nodded, indicating that she should keep going. She did, opening a hatch and peering out. Halifax hefted the magnum, debating smashing it over the back of her head. It would knock her out; but would that help him? What if she was telling the truth? 
 
    Okay, he told himself. But what was Rohan’s reason for doing this? That was what he couldn’t understand. 
 
    “Now,” the woman said. “It’s clear. Let’s go.” 
 
    Halifax cradled his arms around the hand cannon in case there were cameras watching them. He didn’t want anyone to think he had coerced the woman. The IPO would put him away for good in that case. He had second and third thoughts about going through with this, but he kept thinking about the Director’s trigger-happy team. They were out there, lurking. It seemed clear they had fired the missile. He wanted to leave the Rigel System forever. He had no plans of ever coming back here. 
 
    The next twenty-three minutes tested his resolve as his guts seethed and twisted. The two of them rode in a two-seat floater down large dim corridors. It was nighttime on the space station like she said earlier. The woman started sweating and smelled like fear. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” she said. 
 
    “You and me both,” Halifax muttered. He kept thinking about Rohan Mars and the Tara Alor model. Lieutenant Hoth had questioned him about her. From the questions, Halifax had figured out some of what had happened to Brune. 
 
    The tech company that made androids wanted Brune to make the orbital drop down to Avalon IV. They would hardly just give them the scout and let them go, hoping that Brune did the job for them. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” Halifax muttered under his breath. The tech company people must realize he and Brune were desperate. The IPO had them. Would Rohan’s people deliver Brune unconscious to the scout? Had Rohan bribed a medical tech to give Brune knockout gas? Would they have drugged Brune to make him malleable to suggestion or would they have access to old cyborg technology as the Director’s people had? If Brune had several implants in his skull, what would happen to him? 
 
    Halifax wiped his brow. The game had slipped out of his control. He was a known quantity now. Halifax had always operated best from the sidelines, from the shadows. He would know more when he saw Brune. Why was— 
 
    The two-seater slowed in an empty corridor. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “Just a second,” the woman said. She slowed more. With a start, she slammed the brakes. The floater jerked to a halt. She jumped off and ran away, ducking into a side corridor. 
 
    “Hey!” Halifax shouted. He picked up the hand cannon—he’d set it on the floorboard earlier. 
 
    Someone jumped into the vacated driver’s seat, and the floater started moving again. 
 
    Halifax stared at a slender, dark-haired woman. He’d sat beside her before on the shuttle coming in from the deep-space starliner. He’d also seen her in a tourist shop window yesterday. He aimed the huge revolver at her. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said, without smiling and while driving the floater. “Fire if you think that will help.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Group Six,” she said. “The Director says hello.” 
 
    Halifax’s arms began shaking. He lowered the revolver. He was sure the bullets were useless anyway. 
 
    “Speechless, are you?” she asked. 
 
    “This makes no sense. How did you learn about Rohan Mars helping me escape?” 
 
    She gave him a scathing look. “Are you really that stupid?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I told the chief of the station security center to give you Rohan’s description if you asked. It sounds like you did. Rohan has nothing to do with his. It’s my call, my game.” 
 
    “How…how did you manage it?” 
 
    “Money talks, bullshit walks. Do you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Halifax shook his head, more bewildered than ever. 
 
    “I paid huge sums to convince the chief, the woman who just helped you. Now, you’re walking. A fat bribe seemed better than blowing up the space station in order to free you.” 
 
    “You would do that? Blow up the station?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. 
 
    “You lack the hardware to blow up the entire station,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Wrong again. Listen carefully, Doctor, and answer me this. Why did Clarke pretend to kill you and why did you send Clarke to kill Brune?” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. “I don’t understand your murderous thinking. Brune was doing fine until—” 
 
    “Oh, spare me, please. The Director wants the job done. He wants that bad. That’s why I’m here. I’m the best, Doctor, the best.” 
 
    “I believe it.” 
 
    “Now, though, my cover will be blown in the Rigel System. I’ve spent far too much to get you out of the joint. It was a risk, but hey—” She shrugged. “You have one chance of doing this. Brune is on his way. You two jerks can slip away if you move fast enough. The scout has plenty of juice to get you to you-know-where.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, this is moving too fast for me. Does the Director want Brune to go to Avalon IV or figure out the tech company’s identity?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Halifax wiped sweat from his brow. “If Brune goes down onto the planet, how does he get back up?” 
 
    “You’re the case officer. You figure it out. If you don’t figure it out, and if you don’t get the job done…” She blinked hard as she scrunched her face. “Know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Halifax stared at his hands, at the huge revolver he held in his lap. Group Six of Earth used murderously effective people. Would the Director send Ultras after Brune and him—if the two of them were able to escape from Ms. Bloodthirsty here? Could he and Brune slip from the space station and get far enough away to use the Intersplit Field? 
 
    “You haven’t answered me, Halifax.” 
 
    “I know what to do and I can figure out the problems along the way. Can you really get us off the space station and ensure no one tracks us?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said. “I have that covered.” 
 
    Halifax’s mouth turned dry. Could she be talking about blowing up the space station? Even this murderess couldn’t be that cold-blooded. Why, that would alert the IPO and Patrol and send them into overdrive. 
 
    His stomach seethed. He feared he might throw up. The stress was getting to him. 
 
    She glanced his way, grunted softly. “Don’t puke yet, tough guy. I’ll get you to the scout, you can bet on that. It’s up to you then.” 
 
    Halifax nodded wordlessly. Then he groaned. This was getting to be too much. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The soldier awoke, and the sour-dry taste in his mouth let him know someone had used a knockout aerosol against him. He had no recollection of it. He also knew that he was no longer in detention or— 
 
    He sat up, and lay back down with a groan as his stomach gurgled. He’d sat up too quickly. He closed his eyes, but that only made him feel worse. Opening his eyes, he stared straight up. A bulkhead loomed far too near. He detected the faintest vibration to it. Could he be in an assault missile? 
 
    His head pounded. He didn’t know what an assault missile was, and yet, part of him clearly did. He had been in more than one before and survived to tell about it. He did not know when, how or what had happened afterward, other than his obvious survival. This reminded him of that. 
 
    He turned his rusty neck, scanning his quarters. He lay on a cot, one attached to a bulkhead. The quarters were small, but they held wall drawers, a small bolted-down table and a magnetic-locked chair. He looked down on the deck beside the cot. Clothes lay folded beside boots. With a shock, he recognized the WAK .55 Magnum he’d found in Brune’s office. A shoulder rig to hold the hand cannon was neatly folded beside the weapon. 
 
    There was a memory regarding this place. It felt implanted, belonging to Brune. He was aboard the ex-Patrol scout. Brune had named it the Descartes after some ancient French philosopher. That was interesting, and the reason why Brune had named it the Descartes was that the philosopher had invented a conundrum. How could one tell the difference between a dream and reality? How could one trust one’s senses to accurately inform one of reality? It was apropos to the soldier’s present situation, with this one difference. He often had trouble knowing which of his memories were real and which were implanted. He was also quite sure many of his real memories were in cold storage in his mind, frozen from him. 
 
    Could the original Brune have had similar qualms? Did that mean someone had given him false or implanted memories? The idea was startling. 
 
    Anger welled in the soldier’s heart. The idea of someone controlling him—he hated that. It was a primeval feeling. He would be free. He would be his own man. He would not dance to another man or woman’s tune. He would do a thing because he felt it was right or needed doing. He refused to accept anyone else’s notions regarding right or wrong, at least if they tried to press upon him their convictions. 
 
    It was a powerful sensation, and it burned through him like righteous rage. Yes. For good or bad, he would decide for himself. In fact, he would discover which memories belonged to him and which were implanted. He would burn out the implanted memories, and if he had the opportunity, he would destroy those that thought to use him. 
 
    The choice made him feel better. He also realized a truth about himself. In the past, the rage against control had aided him. He had learned to relax about it because he knew that eventually his rage would boil so hot that he would always move to free himself from any form of bondage. 
 
    The self-knowledge was liberating. He smiled on the cot. He would still seek the woman on Avalon IV. Something about that was also primeval to him, the real him. He would attempt to weigh choices from this point on, however. He sought the woman. He also sought to free his mind from these hidden shackles. 
 
    With a grunt, he rose, donning the clothes. It was a gray spaceman’s outfit: shirt, pants and light jacket along with socks and underwear. The heavy work boots fit. The shoulder rig with the enormous revolver felt good. He took out the gun, opened the cylinder and removed each bullet. He examined them, hefted each in a palm. They felt real. 
 
    How wise it would be to fire this gun on the Descartes was another matter. He was on the scout, wasn’t he? 
 
    It was time to find out. 
 
    He went to the hatch, studying it, pressing a button on the right. The hatch slid up. He poked his head out, regarding a short corridor either way. Interesting. He wasn’t imprisoned. 
 
    With a shrug, he stepped out. The hatch shut behind him. 
 
    He felt the vibration against the deckplates. The Descartes was accelerating, or decelerating, he supposed. It expended thrust, throwing something overboard—so to speak—to generate velocity. In order to move a spaceship, one had to throw or eject substance from it. The law of physics that said for any applied force an equal applied force went in the other direction. 
 
    The soldier went right, his boots thudding against the deckplates. That told him the Descartes had gravity. The gravity came from grav units in the ship. They could add gravity to a place or nullify some of it, as in a gravity dampener. 
 
    He pressed a wall switch, and a new hatch slid up, showing him the small control chamber. Dr. Halifax sat in the pilot’s chair. The man cradled a reader, glancing at it as he gingerly tapped the panel before him. The doctor wore a large white smock and— 
 
    Halifax’s head jerked up. He glanced back. Worry shined in his dark eyes. Then a great big smile spread over the man’s face. “Brune, you’re up. This is wonderful news. We’re on your ship, meaning we left Helos’ space station. We’re still in the Rigel System, I’m afraid. The IPO has been hailing us, demanding we return. The operator has threatened us with the Patrol.” 
 
    The soldier entered the chamber, causing the hatch to slide shut behind him. 
 
    A huge window showed the stars ahead. The window covered one quarter of the chamber. The other three-quarters were more bulkheads. On these were many operating panels, which controlled the systems throughout the ex-Patrol scout. 
 
    The soldier slid into a seat beside the doctor. He glanced at the nearest panel, feeling as if he could operate the vessel. Brune had. And yet, the controls all seemed foreign to him. 
 
    The scout, he realized, was a sleek vessel with stubby wings on the sides for atmospheric entry. As the name implied, the ship had scouted for the Patrol. It had four personnel cabins or quarters, a small exercise area, a tiny science lab and comparatively large engine access tubes. Its arsenal included several anti-rocket missiles and two guns for firing .50 caliber depleted uranium slugs. The armor was minimal, and the ship did not have such a thing as an electromagnetic shield. Such a vessel should have a crew of four. Likely, it was just Halifax and him. 
 
    “We’re over ten hours out from the space station,” Halifax said. 
 
    The soldier raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re still too near the star to use the Intersplit Field,” Halifax said. 
 
    “There are four stars in the system.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m heading away from all of them. Another half-hour and we can consider using the Intersplit.” 
 
    The Intersplit engine generated a force that encapsulated or surrounded the ship with a green field. The encircling field made travel from one star to the next possible in reasonable amounts of time because it allowed the vessel to travel faster than the speed of light. The Intersplit engine was also the most expensive thing about the Descartes. Brune’s was old; the reason the Patrol had auctioned off the vessel many years ago. If the Intersplit engine failed, the ship would automatically lose its surrounding field, and the vessel would no longer be able to travel faster than the speed of light. That could strand them many years from anywhere civilized if they couldn’t repair the engine. The likelihood of another vessel finding them stranded in deep space was practically zero. 
 
    “I’m surprised no one is chasing us,” the soldier said. 
 
    Halifax stared silently at the reader. 
 
    “What happened on the space station after we left?” 
 
    “Massive electrical failure,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Are they blaming us for that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Who really did it? Wait. The people who freed us must have caused the damage. Are they the same people who launched the missile at the IPO lifter?” 
 
    “Who can say?” Halifax answered evasively. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “No. I’m clueless. I woke up in my quarters and found the Descartes traveling away from Helos. About an hour ago, a space station operator started making threats.” 
 
    “What kind of massive electrical failure?” 
 
    Halifax shrugged uneasily. 
 
    “Why do I feel as if you’re lying?” 
 
    “An unhealthy distrust of others would be my guess.” 
 
    From his seat, the soldier examined the various panels. He rose and went to a different seat. With a few experimental taps, he turned on a sensor. He aimed the sensor at the space station. He could see Helos easily enough; the space station was a spec on the scope. He couldn’t tell anything specific at this distance. At least the space station was there. It did not seem as if a vast cloud of debris surrounded or had replaced it. 
 
    He swiveled his seat and regarded Halifax. The doctor pretended to study his reader, but really, he waited. 
 
    “Care to tell me about it?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Who helped us escape?” 
 
    The doctor spread his nimble hands. 
 
    “What do you suggest we do now?” 
 
    “It’s your ship. It’s your call.” 
 
    “Can you pilot it?” 
 
    “After a fashion,” Halifax said, raising the reader. “I keep studying the manual. Piloting isn’t difficult, provided the destination is on the charts. If the engine goes out—” He shook his head. 
 
    The soldier looked out of the polarized window. “We can never go back to Helos.” 
 
    Halifax’s face took on a pinched look. “I agree.” 
 
    “So, what do we do for funds?” 
 
    “Sell the Descartes and split the money.” 
 
    “And then…?” 
 
    “We go our separate ways,” Halifax said. 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    “Go far away from—from here.” 
 
    “You were going to say something else.” 
 
    “Was I?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head. It didn’t matter. He had to think this through. “How many people own a spaceship?” 
 
    “The fabulously wealthy, for one,” Halifax said. 
 
    “I’m not that. How did I acquire it?” 
 
    “A poker game. I remember it vividly. You won me, along with the ship. I’m eternally grateful, of course. But…with the Patrol on the hunt for us…maybe we should go our separate ways.” 
 
    The soldier turned to the window again and studied the stars. “No. I don’t think so. I want to go to the Avalon System.” 
 
    Did Halifax start like a frightened rat? The soldier turned to the man. 
 
    Halifax’s throat convulsed before he said, “Avalon is a proscribed star system.” 
 
    “Just the planet of Avalon IV is proscribed, not the system.” 
 
    “Same thing, as Avalon IV is the only habitable planet in the system.” 
 
    “When did you look that up?” 
 
    Halifax opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He shrugged a moment later. “You know,” he said, “I don’t rightly know.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” the soldier said. 
 
    An alarm sounded before he could say more. The soldier turned, noticing a blinking red light on the sensor panel. He sat and studied the scope, grunting in disbelief. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Halifax. 
 
    The soldier studied the scope to make sure about what he saw. The Helos space station was no longer there. The spec he’d seen before had become larger, indicating debris. He tapped the panel. The debris was still spreading. It appeared radioactive. 
 
    Halifax moved near, peering around him. The small man groaned in dread. “This is awful. They’ll think we had something to do with it.” 
 
    The soldier straightened, turning to the frightened doctor. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “It’s obvious. We escaped detention and fled the station in what they considered a stolen ship. They threatened us as an in-system Patrol vessel turned our way. The space station exploded. I’d say the main reactor had a core meltdown that went critical. That’s sabotage, delayed sabotage. We’ll be on every IPO and Patrol list as terrorists.” 
 
    “Helos—the radiation will surely strike the planet.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Halifax said in a stricken voice. “This is a dire event. They’ll hound us for the rest of our lives. What’s so important about the woman that they would do something like this?” 
 
    The soldier frowned. “Are you talking about the woman who escaped the tech company and fled onto Avalon IV?” 
 
    “Yes,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “Rohan Mars and his friends,” Halifax said, talking fast and with fear in his eyes. “You must remember Tara Alor? She exploded with the power of a nova bomb.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Now, her compatriots have destroyed the space station.” 
 
    “Did Rohan Mars help us escape?” 
 
    A paler Halifax threw up his hands. “I have no idea. I’m spitballing here, using what I know and piecing it together as the most likely scenario.” 
 
    The soldier nodded slowly. “Perhaps we should head back and help, turn ourselves in to the IPO and explain about Rohan Mars.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Halifax shouted, with sweat prickling his features. “The IPO can’t protect us. We have to move forward or flee far from here and sell the ship.” 
 
    The soldier eyed the panicked doctor. There was more going on here than he understood. Halifax was obviously holding back on him. “Where did you take me in the cryo unit, the first time when I had a bullet in the brain and we left Helos?” 
 
    “A-A-A place I’ve sworn never to reveal.” 
 
    “That strikes me as suspect.” 
 
    “I’m the one who stuck his neck out,” Halifax shouted. “Why do you keep accusing me of treachery? Who has saved your hide time after time?” 
 
    The soldier scratched his cheek. “What’s an assault missile?” 
 
    “What? A what? An assault missile? I have no idea. Where did that come from?” 
 
    “It’s a memory of mine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Halifax said, with his voice finally lowering. A hint of craftiness appeared. “Yes, yes, I’m sorry. The destruction of the space station has unsettled me. I don’t want to be a fugitive and I mourn for those who died.” The doctor hunched his shoulders as he stared at the deckplates. He shook his head slowly. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe they did this.” 
 
    Did the soldier hear genuine grief in the doctor’s voice? Wasn’t the man originally from Helos? No! He couldn’t believe it, Halifax had sidetracked him. Where had the man taken him in a cryo unit the first time? 
 
    “I still want to know where you took me after I supposedly nearly died with Rohan’s bullet in my head.” 
 
    Halifax looked up. He seemed conflicted, unsure. “You talked about an assault missile. That must have something to do with Anza Drop Troopers. You must be remembering your purged memories.” 
 
    “I originated on Earth?” 
 
    “So far as I can tell,” Halifax said. 
 
    That was the Brune bio, the traveling as a blank until he got smart again, played poker and won Halifax from slavery and they went to the Rigel System in the scout. 
 
    “Why would the authorities have sent me away from Earth as a blank?” 
 
    Halifax laughed uneasily. “That’s always been the question, hasn’t it? I think that’s why the people I have to keep secret helped heal your head injury. The injustice of your plight intrigued them.” 
 
    “No. You’re going to have to do better than that, Doctor. I think you’re lying about all that. I think—” The soldier grabbed the doctor’s left wrist. It was so much smaller than his wrists. The soldier squeezed, grinding bones against each other. 
 
    “You’re hurting me,” Halifax wheezed in pain. 
 
    “Yes. Prepare for pain.” The soldier grinded the wrist bones together harder, feeling them shift under his grip. 
 
    Halifax howled, trying to rip his arm free, but to no avail. “Please, please, stop. I don’t know what you want from me.” 
 
    “The truth,” the soldier said in a remorseless voice. “An entire space station full of people has blown up. I want to know why. Your tale of secret people is preposterous. Unless I hear the truth in your voice, I’m going to rip you apart bone by bone and muscle by muscle.” 
 
    “I’ve helped you all along the line.” 
 
    “Lies,” the soldier said. He continued grinding, deciding to follow through with his threat. 
 
    “Please!” Halifax howled. “I’ll talk. I’ll talk. You’re right. I’ve been holding back. Please, quit and I’ll talk.” 
 
    The soldier released Halifax’s bruised wrist. “Start talking and don’t stop until I tell you to. If I suspect you’re spinning lies, I’ll break both your arms to show you I mean what I say.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Halifax panted, as he cradled his throbbing wrist. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The small man jumped in fear, nodding as sweat dripped from his face. “The truth,” he whispered. “Yes. They killed thousands, maybe millions, with this move. The radiation will fall onto my homeworld. That was too much, too far. Yes. I’ll tell you the truth. I’m done keeping their secrets.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax wiped his sweaty brow. “Please bear with me. I can hardly think. The pain is intense.” He indicated his bruised wrist. 
 
    The soldier said nothing, just watched the small man with pitiless eyes. The sudden destruction of the space station deeply troubled him. Others sought to use him by warping his mind. He was going to end that no matter what it took. 
 
    “You’ve likely never heard the name of Marten Kluge,” Halifax began. 
 
    The soldier shook his head. 
 
    “There’s a reason for that. Marten Kluge was the ruler of the Solar System long before the invention of the Intersplit Field that gave humanity the stars. In those hazy days, humanity was trapped in the Solar System. Oh, they could leave at sub-light speeds, but even the nearest stars were decades away using that method. That isn’t important to your story, but it sets the stage, so to speak.” 
 
    The soldier waited for the doctor to get on with it, but he wouldn’t wait long. 
 
    “The history of that era is spotty, as most of the records were destroyed during the death and destruction of the Old Federation.” 
 
    The soldier winced and rubbed his forehead. Something in his memory jumped at the mention of that name. 
 
    Halifax’s eyes gleamed, but he hooded that almost immediately. “The point about Marten Kluge is this: in his day, scientists and eugenicists created a breed of super soldier called the Highborn. Apparently, the Earthmen of that era wanted to conquer the rest of the independent Solar System. Thus, they made genetically superior soldiers. The Highborn looked around, however, and decided they were better than normal people. In other words, the Highborn decided they would rule. They warred against normal men and were on their way to ultimate victory. At the orders of someone, scientists around Neptune unleashed their cyborg creations. The cyborgs joined the regular humans in their battle against the Highborn. Soon, however, the cyborgs turned on their creators, as they saw that they were superior to everyone—and they were right, at least in terms of fighting abilities. Soon, in desperation, the regular humans and Highborn joined ranks in order to survive the terrible cyborgs. 
 
    “The histories don’t tell us how, but Marten Kluge was the winner. The cyborgs lost, and in the end, so did the Highborn.” Halifax shrugged. “Like I said, many of our histories are spotty at best. In time, humanity invented the Intersplit Field—among other various FTL drives—and colonized other star systems. Centuries passed, turning into one millennium after another. Eventually, the Old Federation came into being. We know little about that time, I’m afraid, often less than we know about the times of Marten Kluge.” 
 
    “That’s odd.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Halifax said. “There’s a reason for that, which I’ll shortly explain. The great expansion into the stars meant that the reckless, adventurous souls left the Solar System in droves. The dull-witted, the slow and the cautious remained on Earth. Over time, with the gene pool depleted, Earth and the Solar System lost its ascendancy over the Old Federation. That bothered the few cunning Earthers left. They decided to take a page from ancient history and develop super soldiers.” 
 
    “Like the Highborn?” 
 
    “That’s right. The eugenicists and scientists created the first Ultras. As time went on, the soldiers became increasingly inhuman and strange—at least, compared to regular humans. All that led to the Ultra Dominion. Others in the Algol System decided to reinvent cyborgs. Or maybe some of the ancient cyborgs of Marten Kluge’s time had made it there. That is what a few believe. The original cyborgs that fought Marten Kluge reached the Demon Star a thousand years from launch point Neptune. Whatever the truth is, the cyborgs exploded upon the Old Federation, upon the Ultra Dominion of it.” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. “History repeated itself, I’m afraid. The cyborgs won battle after battle and system after system. Finally, the lesser Ultras joined with regular humanity and fought back. The few records we have of that time indicate it was a vicious, a monstrous era. Stars exploded. Worlds vanished under asteroid bombardments or thermonuclear saturation assaults. Billions died or were converted into vile cyborgs—” 
 
    Halifax paled as he mopped his forehead with a shirtsleeve. 
 
    “My friend,” Halifax said, “the Old Federation died in the fires of genocide, asteroid bombardments and thermonuclear detonations. Hundreds of remaining worlds collapsed into stone or bronze ages, forgetting everything they knew about high technology. Instead of using lasers and missiles, they fought on the surviving planets with swords and spears. The records say that a thousand years passed before a few of the worlds began to reinvent the old technologies. The cyborgs and Ultras were gone. No one knew exactly what had happened to them. No one knew how the wider war ended precisely. We live in a new era without Ultras and without cyborgs.” 
 
    The soldier shrugged. “Fine. What does any of that have to do with us, with me?” 
 
    “Haven’t you figured it out yet?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re bigger and stronger than most people, Brune. Your reflexes are amazing, and your muscles are like steel.” 
 
    A cold feeling worked over the soldier. He raised a hand and found it trembling. 
 
    “I’ve told you this much,” Halifax said. “I might as well finish it. I’m going to be in big trouble, with a permanent target on my back…” He shrugged, perhaps attempting to appear stoic. Then anger shone in his eyes. “They blew up the space station. They’re irradiating my homeworld. I’m not holding their secrets anymore.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Let me start by telling you what happened. Some of the worlds climbed back into higher technology. A few reinvented or found the Intersplit engine that created the Intersplit Field. The first back into space were the wealthier planets. They formed the Concord, which runs the IPO and Patrol. Earth never belonged to that illustrious group, and some Earthmen felt, as the original home point, that they should once again run the whole shebang. Unfortunately for Earthmen, mankind’s prehistoric homeworld was, and is, a seething radioactive cauldron. No one lives on the surface, just deep underground. Some truly clever and hardnosed folk run Earth, however. One of them is Director G.T. Titus of Group Six.” 
 
    “None of that means anything to me,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I know that. But it does anyway, trust me. Humanity originally began long ago on Earth and in the Solar System. They used up most of the raw materials. Earth resides in a poor star system these days, and Earthmen don’t want to face the tougher, stronger humans out here in the stars, at least in star cruisers. Space battle is prohibitively expensive. Earth can’t afford to fight. So… Earth or Group Six uses spies, the very best they can find. I’m one of their special operatives.” 
 
    “You?” the soldier asked, surprised. 
 
    “Of course, me,” Halifax said. “I’m useful because I’m resourceful. I’m a survivor.” 
 
    “So is a cockroach.” 
 
    “You say that as a slur against me, but it’s not. It’s a compliment,” Halifax said, pausing. A moment later, he touched his bruised wrist. “Okay. You suspect me and my motives, and you’re right to. One of the important people of Earth decided to use Ultras as spies and saboteurs—” 
 
    “Me?” the soldier asked, interrupting. “I’m an Ultra?” 
 
    Halifax nodded. 
 
    “But…you said the Ultras died out in the war that killed the Old Federation.” 
 
    “I haven’t figured that part out exactly, but I have a good idea, anyway. The Old Federation had superior technology to ours today. One of those superiorities was in stasis units.” 
 
    “Wait. Rohan Mars told Brune that the woman woke up from stasis.” 
 
    “Now, you’re starting to see it.” Halifax abruptly turned away. He started breathing hard, and he cradled the bruised wrist again. 
 
    “What’s wrong now?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “You must promise that you won’t kill me.” 
 
    “For what you’ve told me, no, I won’t kill you. I also won’t kill you for your part in all this. And I won’t kill you for what you’re about to tell me.” 
 
    Halifax hiccupped, nodding shortly. “I guess that will have to do. I, uh, saw you on Old Earth.” 
 
    “I thought you said the planet seethed with radiation.” 
 
    “I saw you in the tunnels of Old Earth,” Halifax said. “I think they found you in an ancient stasis unit and brought you around, keeping you in a large tube filled with green solution. Brune used to be in one of those, too.” 
 
    “Jack Brune really came from Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah. He arrived here—on Helos—just like you: in a cryo unit. I fed him a few extra memories, the ones about being a blank on a starliner. Another fake memory was the poker game that won him the Descartes and me.” The doctor breathed deeply. “The destruction of the space station has gotten to me. Earth people did that, at least, I think so.” 
 
    “Earth spies freed us from station security?” 
 
    “A Group Six team did it,” Halifax whispered. “That’s the name of the secret organization. Director G.T. Titus runs it. He’s the one who told me to take you back to Helos in Brune’s place.” 
 
    “What happened to Brune?” 
 
    “Rohan Mars shot and killed him like you remember.” 
 
    The soldier rubbed his forehead. “How…how did I get Brune’s memories?” 
 
    “According to the Director, surgeons in Old Earth put an ancient cyborg device in your brain. It gave you some of Brune’s memories and suppressed most of your real ones. That you’ve subverted the device means it’s not as good as it once was, or you’re a damn stubborn individual.” 
 
    “Or both,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I suppose that could be the case too.” 
 
    “Go on,” the soldier said after a moment. 
 
    “I don’t know what else to say. You revived on Helos. You’ve used some of Brune’s memories. And now the Group Six team the Director sent to watch me—watch us—showed up. They killed Clarke with the missile. I don’t know why. And they busted us out of prison on the station. The Director wants to know the identity of the tech company that sent Rohan Mars and he wants to know the identity of the woman that reached Avalon IV.” 
 
    “Is that why I want to know who she is?” 
 
    “You do?” Halifax asked. 
 
    The soldier nodded. 
 
    “That’s interesting. You were only supposed to have Brune’s memories. You’re supposed to be Brune in every way.” Halifax shook his head. “I think Group Six killers destroyed the space station, but I don’t know it as a fact.” 
 
    “Why do you serve Group Six?” 
 
    “At first, it was just for the money. No. It has always been about the money, and staying alive. The Director has threatened to hunt me down and kill me in a gruesome way if I ever divulge what I’ve just told you.” 
 
    “Why did you tell me?” 
 
    “Two reasons: your threats and the destruction of the space station. I was born on Helos. That explosion will have killed many on the planet.” 
 
    The soldier eyed the sensor scope before regarding the little brown doctor. “What’s my real name?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Rohan Mars and his people are androids. Does that in any way connect them to the ancient cyborgs?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “That could be why the Director wants me to go to Avalon IV.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Halifax said. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “If you’re right about me…I could have been in stasis a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve thought about that. It’s true. You could have been.” 
 
    Once more, the soldier rubbed his forehead. “I want you to take the cyborg device out of my brain.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Halifax said, shaking his head. “No can do. I think the process would kill you.” 
 
    The soldier rose, walking to the large polarized window. He stared at the stars. Who was he? Why did he care so much about the woman waking from the stasis unit? Was he an Ultra, a super soldier from the dim past? He didn’t feel that super. What did he feel about cyborgs? He shuddered. He feared and hated cyborgs, and he did not have a concrete memory about them. He felt the hatred and fear in his guts, though. Did he even belong to this time? 
 
    The soldier snorted softly. He was not a philosopher. He had two goals: free himself from false or implanted memories and find the woman on Avalon IV. Group Six, the IPO, the Patrol, Rohan Mars…he didn’t really care about any of them. He meant none of them harm, not right now, anyway. 
 
    He faced Halifax, nodded, silently thanking the man for telling the truth. “That wasn’t easy for you, was it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can I trust you?” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “Play fair with me, Doctor, and I’ll help you against Group Six.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that. Do we hightail it far from here, then?” 
 
    “No. We’re going to the Avalon System. Even though it has been years since the woman landed on the planet—whatever else happens, I must find her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The soldier got a faraway look in his eyes. “I don’t know exactly, but I think I will when I meet her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    A lifetime of hunting had developed keen instincts in Leona Quillian. She’d barely left the Helos space station in time in a shuttle back for the Sparta spaceport. During the roughest part of the ride through the atmosphere, word reached the shuttle pilot of the horrific destruction. 
 
    The space station had been in a geostationary orbit over Sparta. The pilot had immediately changed course for a city on the other side of the planet. 
 
    Along with all the other passengers, Quillian heard the report over the intercom from a stunned and stuttering pilot. She had not secretly smiled or silently congratulated herself on a job well done. Instead, something akin to panic had welled in her. 
 
    Neither she, nor Group Six, had anything to do with the space station’s obliteration. Along with others in the shuttle, she had sat stunned and disbelieving. The difference in Quillian was the length of time she’d spent in that state. 
 
    Her mind unlocked as she’d begun asking herself silent questions. In the end, she concluded that this was the work of the secret tech company, the one that had sent Rohan Mars to Brune. 
 
    Why would the tech company want the space station destroyed in such a spectacular fashion? 
 
    Quillian walked around a lake with her hands in her pockets. The Corinth spaceport was hidden behind three forested hills. A road linked the lake resort to the city and spaceport. She wore her black one-piece with a jacket against the chill. Cold southern winds blew across the choppy mountain lake. 
 
    The entire world was stunned at the news. Only a few IPO officers remained in the Rigel System. The three Patrol spaceships in the system rushed for Helos to help as best they could. 
 
    None of that interested Quillian except in a cursory way. She wasn’t worried about exposure for her actions in releasing Halifax, Brune and the scout. The people who might expose her were dead. Some of the monetary transactions might become known if an IPO investigator dug deeply in the right directions or banks on Helos. What worried her were androids. 
 
    Rohan Mars, the other silent two like him who Brune had slain, Tara Alor—where there was smoke there was fire. Androids must have destroyed the space station. There were two reasons someone like Rohan Mars would do that. The first reason would be to kill Brune and make sure he never reached Avalon IV. The second reason was the exact opposite: to cover the escaped Brune’s tracks and help him reach Avalon IV. Someone like Rohan might believe destroying the space station would hinder the IPO or the Patrol’s pursuit of Brune. That would mean, of course, that the androids would know about her helping Brune and Halifax. 
 
    Quillian halted, withdrawing her hands from her pockets. There was a third possibility. Maybe the androids wanted the IPO and the Patrol to hunt diligently for Brune. Maybe there was evidence elsewhere on Helos pointing to Brune and Halifax—and evidence pointing to Group Six. Could the androids know about Group Six? 
 
    The feeling of panic welled once again. 
 
    Quillian glanced in all directions. She did not see anyone moving on the lake or hiking past pine trees toward her. She hunched her shoulders while standing perfectly still. She did not feel a sniper scope targeted on her. 
 
    She had a good “sixth sense” for such things. 
 
    With radiation drifting down from space, there would be a rush by many to leave Helos. That would clog the shuttle services and make tickets for starliner passage more expensive. Concord disaster workers would likely arrive in the system soon to help the sick and homeless. 
 
    Quillian shoved just one hand under her jacket. She wrapped her fingers around the handle of her pistol, the one in the shoulder rig ready for a fast draw. She continued walking, heading for deeper brush. She wanted to hide and see if anyone came looking for her. Should she contact the others of her team? She had a communicator. The others were at the Corinth spaceport. They did not have access to sniper rifles or other missiles, however. Those supplies were near Sparta, an irradiated zone by now. The others had knives and brass knuckles. She was the only one with a gun. 
 
    Was that by android design? 
 
    Quillian quickened her pace, shoving past pine branches. She pulled out her pistol, an automatic. She ran lightly to bushes, shoving through and turning around. Squatting, pulling a branch back, she watched to see if anyone showed up after her. 
 
    She remained like that for ten minutes. She was a hunter, which meant being patient when she needed to be. 
 
    She shivered from the cold. The sprint had warmed her, but that was gone now. She almost rose and kept walking for the lake. 
 
    She sucked in a fast breath. There was motion behind a pine tree. She caught the flash of blue, a blue that didn’t belong to the lake environs. 
 
    She squinted, frozen, waiting and watching, only her eyeballs moving back and forth. 
 
    Several more minutes passed. Could she have imagined the blue? No. She did not panic like that. When she panicked, people died. The back of her neck prickled. She did not move. The prickling feeling intensified. Someone targeted her. She could feel it— 
 
    She launched leftward. At the same moment, a streak of red laser light struck the spot where she had been. The laser started a pine-needle fire, although the light instantly snapped off. 
 
    Quillian dove through the bushes, running. She tripped over an old branch and grunted as she hit the cold pine-needle littered ground. She froze once again, closed her eyes and let her uncanny, highly honed senses feel around her. She didn’t detect anything. Opening her eyes, she slowly eased around until she was on her back. Through force of will, she released her death-grip of the pistol. 
 
    Someone had just tried to kill her. She was guessing androids. Could she bargain with them? 
 
    Quillian furrowed her otherwise smooth brow. She was the prey. The androids hunted her. What did that indicate? The first truth would be that the tech company knew about Group Six. But that did not necessarily hold. The androids would know she was a player in the game with Brune. They would not necessarily know about the Earth connection. Surely, they would want to know. 
 
    A sour look came over Quillian’s features. She would sell out Group Six for the chance to live. But she did not believe for a moment the androids would agree to such a deal. If she were so foolish as to try to bargain, they would make her a prisoner and torture her to gain all the information they could. It was what she would do in their place. 
 
    Torture—she had a great fear of torture. The reason was one of the oldest. Those who tortured others often learned to dread the same happening to them. 
 
    It seemed as if the fire had guttered out. She smelled the smoky pine stench. The laser shot had come from behind. That might indicate the flash of blue had been to freeze her in place. That would indicate the androids did know about Group Six, and maybe knew her precise habits. How would they have come to learn that? 
 
    Quillian didn’t know. It boded ill for her here. How did one survive an enemy that looked human but was many times stronger, perhaps almost indestructible in hand-to-hand combat? Androids would lack a human conscience and rigidly follow their programming. 
 
    Didn’t such an android “brain” indicate very high technology? Yes, yes, her foes would have better tech. Quillian felt anger burn through her. She suppressed that. Anger was her form of fear, but she was a professional. 
 
    “Damn them,” she whispered. She couldn’t lie here all day. If they had superior technology—might they have infrared tracking? 
 
    Quillian rolled back onto her stomach and started to crawl across the pine needles. She needed better weapons. If only she had a Gyroc— 
 
    “I have what I have,” she whispered. Wishing wasn’t going to help her. She was the best. The dumb bastard Brune had slain two androids. Could she do less? 
 
    “Hello,” a man said. 
 
    Quillian looked to the left and saw a small man in a black suit and thin black hair. He wore a pair of black-tinted goggles. She was in the process of raising her gun to fire—but the man had a laser pistol pointed at her. She froze. 
 
    “Quick reflexes,” the man said. 
 
    “Are you an android?” 
 
    “Tut, tut, tut,” he said. “That is a nosy question.” 
 
    The laser pistol had a long golden-colored barrel with a large round body behind it. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “That depends, Leona Quillian.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “Release your gun.” 
 
    Quillian didn’t want to die. She wished to live many more years. But she was sure the android would torture her if she allowed him to capture her. Besides, sometimes one could start firing. Reaction times meant it would take at least a second for the android brain to realize she’d fired at him. It might take more seconds before he pulled the trigger. Body shots likely meant nothing, as he could have an armored chassis. Headshots, eye-shots, would be most effective. 
 
    “I will not ask a second time,” he said. 
 
    “I have one question.” She raised her arm as she spoke, aligned the gun by instinct and started pulling the trigger. 
 
    The man—android—sidestepped even as she aimed. Perhaps he had anticipated her and timed his move. 
 
    The first two bullets missed. She realigned— 
 
    A red beam stabbed from the laser pistol, striking her forehead and burning through the same instant. 
 
    She got off one more shot just the same. Then, Quillian dropped like a potato sack—dead, as she sprawled onto the ground. 
 
    She did not see the five-foot-four android approach. She did not feel his search or see him remove her wallet. She did not see him remove a flat item from his suit that he passed over her corpse. It beeped. 
 
    He stopped, pulled out a knife and cut her flesh at her left side. With bloody fingers, he removed a tiny pellet attached under a rib. The pellet he deposited in a small plastic bag. Afterward, he passed the flat device over the rest of her body. 
 
    It did not beep a second time. 
 
    Lastly, the android put a small grenade on her. He touched it, and it began to blink with a red light. 
 
    The android walked away. After one hundred and sixty-eight steps, an explosion told him the burn grenade had done its job. 
 
    The android did not smile or make any other emotional gesture. He would report to Rohan Mars that Quillian and her team had been eliminated. That would leave Brune to the Company or to the IPO or Patrol if ever the Company wanted to dispose of him that way. The android did not think any more about it. He did not care in a human sense. He obeyed his programming and would make the report. That was all that mattered to him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Learning with complete certainty that he wasn’t Brune, but an imposter with implanted memories, the soldier spent the next several days in deep thought. 
 
    Halifax activated the Descartes’s Intersplit engine so the green field surrounded the scout. Halifax piloted, finding the task grueling and time-consuming. 
 
    The field didn’t set the scout in hyperspace or some other fanciful realm. It simply allowed the scout to accelerate past the speed of light, and that with relative ease. There were still eddies in space and other odd fluctuations that affected the field and thus disrupted the ship. At times, a loud hum pervaded the vessel, or the ship would begin shaking. 
 
    At those times, Halifax raced to the piloting chamber—if he wasn’t already there—and manipulated controls or frantically studied the manual for further directions. 
 
    “This is nothing like being a passenger aboard a starliner,” he complained. 
 
    “The big liners must have better equipment,” the soldier said. 
 
    Several times, Halifax crawled through access tubes into the main engine compartment. He watched the Intersplit engine, dreading each quiver, each high-pitched hum coming from it. Once, smoke trickled from a unit, smoke with the taint of electrical burning. 
 
    Halifax raced back to the piloting chamber, slowing the ship’s velocity. “Theoretically, we can achieve high speeds with the Intersplit Field around us. Practically, the engine is old and thus can withstand less strain than otherwise. We must crawl through space instead of speed like a starliner.” 
 
    The soldier accepted the verdict with equanimity. He had a ship able to cross deep space. That was enough for now. Besides, he was still contemplating his lot or place in the universe. 
 
    For the past several days, the soldier read history files from the ship’s computer. He searched for everything he could find on the Old Federation and about Ultras, cyborgs and the various battles. Halifax had spoken truly. The details were sparse at best. 
 
    Most of the time, the soldier stretched out on his cot and tried to remember details about his life. He knew to discount anything related to Brune. In contemplating, he learned that he lacked extended Brune memories—even though they intruded hardest upon him. He searched for anything he could conjure, concentrating on assault missiles and his name in particular. 
 
    During that time, he recalled marching in a battlesuit and seeing tiny glittering devices in exploded human heads. In the dim recollection, he knew the devices as cyborg tools, driving the unfortunates against their wills. 
 
    The memory search was frustrating. It galled the soldier. It enraged him and left him discouraged in turn. He resolved to remain positive, as negative thoughts only embittered him against everything. 
 
    He closed his eyes on the fourth day of trying to remember and stubbornly sought to regain his name. Clearly he was a cipher, but did he have to remain nameless? 
 
    Brune was out as a name. He knew it was false and thus rejected it. At times, he believed he could feel the cyborg device in his mind. He would touch the back of his head then, and through the process discovered the tiniest scar there. 
 
    He had Halifax look at it. 
 
    “Bone buildup,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Likely that’s the area of your skull they removed and replaced later after inserting the device.” 
 
    “You could dig the device out with a knife.” 
 
    “The process would kill you, I’m certain.” 
 
    The soldier motioned for the doctor to leave, which the small man did with haste. 
 
    With his hands behind his head, with his unfocused gaze on the bulkhead, the stretched-out soldier let his imagination drift. He mentally floated into semi-consciousness as his unformed thoughts wandered aimlessly. He found himself imagining his battlesuit falling through a street cave-in. He hit bottom as his suit shorted. He used the escape system and climbed out of the broken equipment, looking up at the distant hole with a pink-hued sky above. 
 
    Time passed in this semi-conscious drift. He heard voices. They called for— 
 
    “Cade,” the soldier said, blinking in surprise, his voice stirring him from the half-dream state. He sat up. Was that his name? Was he Cade? Cocking his head, he considered the idea. Did he feel like a Cade? Yes… He believed he did. It wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but a possibility. 
 
    “Cade,” he said, climbing to his feet. He began to pace. “I am Cade. I will refer to myself as Cade. I don’t know if it’s a first name or a last name. I don’t know if it’s my given name or a nickname. But until I learn otherwise, I am Cade.” 
 
    The soldier—Cade—laughed. 
 
    He rushed out of the cabin, strode the short distance through the corridor and entered the piloting chamber. The stars in the polarized window seemed normal, although there was sense of motion like extremely slow-moving clouds. A faint green haze added to the sight. 
 
    Halifax turned with a sour look. 
 
    “I am Cade,” the soldier announced. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You will address me as Cade.” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. 
 
    The soldier—Cade—scowled. He was ready to argue strongly. Something halted him. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “The engine has been buckling.” 
 
    “I haven’t felt anything.” 
 
    “It’s a tech term,” Halifax said, lifting the reader. “We wouldn’t feel it. The engine is under strain and jumps or buckles as it emits the field. That causes a field flickering.” 
 
    “That can’t be good.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Halifax said. “It means for a microsecond the field shorts. If we continue like this, we risk worse malfunctions.” 
 
    “I thought they repaired the scout back at DMR.” 
 
    “They did,” Halifax said. “I’ve read the receipts, which they logged in the computer. I also read a warning. The Intersplit engine is old. The DMR mechanics logged several suggestions for a new Intersplit. The cost would be prohibitive, of course. I’m beginning to think that was why DMR agreed to keep the scout.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The Intersplit engine is too old. No right-thinking person would purchase the scout for interstellar travel. That means there would have been no takers. We were the only reasonable way DMR would recoup their losses, and they were right—until the space station blew up.” 
 
    “Can we still reach Avalon IV?” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. 
 
    Cade pinched his lower lip as he stared outside. “How much longer until we’re there?” 
 
    “Depends on our velocity,” Halifax said. 
 
    “If we cut speed in half?” 
 
    “Three weeks.” 
 
    “And a week and a half if we maintain our present speed?” 
 
    “That’s what cutting the speed in half means, yes.” 
 
    Cade put his hands behind his back, deciding to ignore Halifax’s sarcasm. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “That we head for the nearest civilized star system. We sell the scout—” 
 
    “No reasonable person would buy it you said.” 
 
    “We sell it to someone unreasonable. We do it on the sly so there are no presale inspections. We split the money—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No to the money split—” 
 
    “We keep going to Avalon IV at our present speed.” 
 
    “And risk a breakdown?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “That’s what ‘keep going’ means.” 
 
    The sour look returned as Halifax muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Go ahead. Have your say.” 
 
    Halifax glanced at Cade. “All right. Let’s say we reach the Avalon System. It’s a proscribed system or has a proscribed planet, anyway. There are monitors in orbit around Avalon IV. I had Clarke check for me two and a half years ago. The monitors will sense us as soon as we reach the system’s Kuiper Belt. If we approach closer than a moon’s orbit around Avalon IV, the monitors will activate and launch missiles. If we make it closer, they will laser us, destroying the vessel.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Halifax gave him an incredulous look. “You want to land on Avalon IV. Given the facts I’ve just outlined, I’m wondering how you’re going to achieve such a miracle.” 
 
    Cade nodded. “I understand. It’s a problem. I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    “Think about it? Look, let’s say you do land. I suppose you’ll attempt an orbital drop.” 
 
    “Explain that,” Cade said. 
 
    “Use the method Rohan originally proposed to Brune,” Halifax said. “You fall from orbit, parachuting into the lowest atmosphere. It will take a special suit, which I believe is in storage. Let’s suppose that works. You’ll want to land near the woman’s crash site. After two and a half years, though, she could be anywhere on the planet—if she’s still alive. Now, suppose you succeed on all levels. That will leave you stranded on Avalon IV, likely for the rest of your life. Are you sure that’s what you really want?” 
 
    “No. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief, at least.” 
 
    “Let me think.” Cade lowered his head as he stared outside. Did he want to rescue or reach the woman woken from stasis? The answer hit him immediately. He raised his head and turned to Halifax. 
 
    “Oh,” the doctor said. “You still want to do it. Do you know why?” 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “It’s an inner compulsion, though, huh?” 
 
    “I’m going to try no matter what.” 
 
    “I see,” Halifax said. “So where does that leave me?” 
 
    Cade stared at the man, finally smiling grimly. “Doctor, I’ve decided on a deal, one I believe you’ll appreciate. Once I leave the Descartes, the scout is yours to do with as you please.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful. Unfortunately, I’ll be dead at that point.” 
 
    “If you’re alive and the scout is intact, it will be yours.” 
 
    Halifax glanced at Cade sidelong. He seemed to be thinking. “Would you be willing to put that in writing?” 
 
    “Yes. But it will be meaningless. I’m not Brune. Brune owned the scout and Brune is dead.” 
 
    “You could sign over the scout as Brune.” 
 
    It was on Cade’s lips to reject the idea. He would no longer pretend to be Brune. Then, he reconsidered. What would it matter to him if he was marooned on Avalon IV? “All right, I’ll sign it as Jack Brune.” 
 
    “Great. We might as well do it now.” 
 
    Cade laughed. “Dr. Halifax, I do not have a death wish. I’ll do the signing just before leaving the scout.” 
 
    “You think I could kill a musclebound brute like you?” 
 
    “Tell me. How hard is it to slip poison into someone’s drink?” 
 
    “I’d never do that.” 
 
    “Your promises don’t convince me,” Cade said. “You have my proposal. You’ll have to wait for the dubious signature. In the meantime, we will continue to the Avalon System at our present velocity. I suggest we both begin planning for a way to land me on the surface.” 
 
    “Can I ask why you want to find this woman so much?” 
 
    Cade’s features hardened, and he said, “She woke from a stasis unit. According to you, Group Six pulled me from a stasis unit. Perhaps we fought during the same era, perhaps even in similar units. I believe she knows more about me than anyone else, although that isn’t the extent of my drive, urge, compulsion, call it what you will. There’s something more, something personal.” Cade studied Halifax. “I’m alone in this time, and I don’t like being alone. I’m not sure I belong in this era. I’m adrift, Doctor. Perhaps I’m searching for an anchor.” 
 
    “Meaning what exactly?” 
 
    “Maybe meaning itself,” Cade said. “I could crush your skull with ease. I could beat you in a footrace, leaving you far behind. But that doesn’t give me purpose. I want more. I want to know who I am exactly, and I seek something else beyond that.” 
 
    Cade laughed darkly. “Director G.T. Titus woke me up from my slumber. I won’t thank him yet.” The soldier balled his hands into fists, squeezing as he breathed harshly. “While I don’t belong to this era, I do have a task. This I feel deep inside me. I want to know my task and get on with it. That is what I believe is waiting for me on Avalon IV—the beginning of purpose and meaning, my reason for existence.” 
 
    “You’re asking a lot,” Halifax said. 
 
    “I’m not asking. I’m seeking. There’s a difference.” 
 
    Halifax thought about that and nodded. “Well…Cade, let’s see if this bucket of bolts can make it to the Avalon System. With a compulsion like yours, I’m beginning to believe you might actually find a way onto that damned planet.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The problem of how to get Cade onto Avalon IV lasted for the next several days. The two men racked their brains. They searched the computer for possible methods and talked it out several times for hours. One of the problems was that they knew too little about the orbitals. Halifax’s data came from Clarke. Had the Senior Lieutenant known what he was talking about? 
 
    They both agreed that given what else they knew—nothing—they would take Clarke’s word on the matter. The Patrol orbital or orbitals would fire on the Descartes from the distance of a moon. That wasn’t precise. Did that mean any moon or a specific moon? 
 
    Halifax found an item in the computer that indicated half a million kilometers from a proscribed planet was the danger zone. 
 
    “We now have a distance,” Cade said. 
 
    “Agreed. But how does that help us?” 
 
    They discussed it and concluded it didn’t help at all. Five hundred thousand kilometers wasn’t close enough for Cade to leave the Descartes and begin a space drop from low orbit. 
 
    “Do you even know how to space drop from low orbit?” asked Halifax. 
 
    Cade didn’t answer, as he didn’t know. All he had was a sneaking suspicion he could do it. Was that wish fulfillment or truth? He had no idea. 
 
    “You know,” Cade said, two days out from the Avalon System. “In all the excitement, I haven’t checked the locker and studied the suit. Is there even a spacesuit there?” 
 
    Halifax waved him away. It appeared the doctor was sick of talking about it, and he was cranky after spending so much time checking the Intersplit engine and piloting. There had been excessive humming and shaking for the last two days. He’d begged Cade for them to slow down. 
 
    Cade had declined. He was worried the tech company androids were already on their way to the Avalon System. He wanted to beat them there, and nothing Halifax said had influenced him to change his mind. 
 
    Cade turned and left the piloting chamber, walking all the way down the corridor to a tiny airlock chamber. He opened the substantial locker and stared in shock at what he saw. 
 
    At last, with some straining and groaning, he unhooked a heavy long-range thruster pack and drop-suit. The pack was full of fuel. The drop-suit—Cade checked every seal, microprocessor, breathing tank and chute launcher. After an hour of detailed inspection and a growing sense of familiarity, he concluded this thing was ready to go. 
 
    There was a small computer attached to the suit.  He activated it and read the manual for three and a half hours. It was fascinating stuff. 
 
    “Cade! Where are you, Cade?” 
 
    “In here,” the soldier said. 
 
    Halifax hurried through the corridor and poked his head in the airlock chamber. He stared in silence at the laid-out drop-suit. “It looks new,” he finally said. 
 
    “New, fueled and ready to go,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax cocked his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard any excitement in your voice before this. What does it mean?” 
 
    “The obvious. I have a way to get onto Avalon IV.” 
 
    “Uh…and how is that exactly?” 
 
    Cade pointed at the drop-suit. 
 
    “Okay… We still have the same problem as before—getting you into low orbit.” 
 
    “No, we don’t. I’ve double-checked five times. The thruster pack has the fuel to decelerate me hard once I’ve reached low orbit.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You think you can travel five hundred thousand kilometers in the suit?” 
 
    “Farther than that,” Cade said. 
 
    “Why do you have to decelerate hard?” 
 
    Cade raised a fist. He raised his other hand as far as he could stretch from the fist. “I’ll leave the Descartes over five hundred thousand kilometers from the planet. I’ll have whatever the ship’s velocity is at that point, before you turn away. I’ll use the thruster pack to guide my trajectory but essentially drift toward the planet, letting its gravity pull me into position. Once I reach relatively near low orbit, I’ll decelerate hard with the thruster pack until I’m slowly moving downward. That’s the point I’ll begin the orbital drop onto the surface.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Halifax said, obviously trying to picture it in his mind. “Over five hundred thousand kilometers drifting—coming in fast for a suited man—how long will that part of the journey take?” 
 
    “Seven days should do it.” 
 
    “What the hell? You think you can live in a spacesuit for seven days?” 
 
    Cade shrugged. “This suit has a bodily waste system.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great. You can piss in your spacesuit to your heart’s delight. But seven days—your muscles will start to atrophy.” 
 
    “No. I’ll flex them constantly and pull and push against myself.” Cade gripped his hands and pulled until his muscles were like rigid cables. “The flight is doable.” 
 
    “What if an orbital decides you’re a missile and you become a target?” 
 
    Cade stared at the doctor. “I’ll be dead.” 
 
    “You’re actually willing to—oh, forget it. I know you’re willing to risk your life on a harebrained scheme. Huh? How about that—seven days drifting fast through space?” Halifax pointed at the drop-suit and thruster pack. “So, uh, let me ask you this. Have you stopped to think about who stockpiled the Descartes with the necessary equipment?” 
 
    “Given the existence and placement of Tara Alor in DMR, I imagine the androids did.” 
 
    “And you’re still willing to try such a stunt?” 
 
    “Am I suspicious? Yes. I’ve already began to scour the suit and pack for tracking devices.” 
 
    “That’s no good, Cade. If the androids did it, they’ve probably rigged the computer too. You’ll be their dupe if you use the thruster pack and suit.” 
 
    “I appreciate your point. It’s logical. The problem is: how else do I reach the surface?” 
 
    “I have no damn idea. How do you get off once you want to leave?” 
 
    Cade eyed the drop-suit before regarding Halifax once again. He no longer wanted to argue. He’d become weary of the doctor’s complaining about everything. The man had begun to grate on him. 
 
    “Do you have the ownership papers?” Cade asked. 
 
    “They’re in the piloting chamber. Why?” 
 
    “I’m ready to sign over the Descartes to you.” 
 
    Halifax frowned. “What’s the trick? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Once we reach the Avalon System, we might not have time to fill everything out correctly.” 
 
    “You figure the androids will be there?” 
 
    “I deem that a likely possibility.” 
 
    “You really want to go through with this madness? Don’t you realize—?” 
 
    “Doctor,” Cade said, interrupting. “I’m not like you. I do not belong to this era. I’m not in love with it. For all I know, dropping onto the planet will be like going home.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but, hey, it’s your life. You’re really going to sign the ship over to me, huh? That’s a shock. I’ll own an ex-Patrol scout. That’s a strange feeling, you know. Okay. Let’s do this.” 
 
    They went to the piloting chamber. Halifax removed the papers from a small compartment, handing them to Cade. He signed over the Descartes, almost using his own name. At the last minute, he scrawled Jack Brune. The act felt surreal, and he found that he’d lost interest in the scout. He didn’t want it because he didn’t want to act as a cipher for Group Six or the tech company androids. He had his own goals in this future time. He’d also been having dreams: they all involved bitter combat on strange worlds. He woke up feeling lost and out of place. He longed to leave the scout and start searching for the woman. 
 
    What would he find on Avalon IV? Would he even have a chance to find out? 
 
    The next day passed with agonizing slowness. He rechecked the drop-suit and thruster pack. He hadn’t found any tracking devices. He ran through the suit computer programming. There was nothing to make him suspicious. 
 
    Could the Group Six people have installed the drop-suit and long-range thruster pack in the ship? Could Brune have done that two and a half years ago, and that memory had simply failed to pass on to him? 
 
    It was galling not having his own memories. It was theft of the worst kind. Cade began resenting Group Six. He began hating Director G. T. Titus. He even went so far as to have Halifax describe the Director to him, in case at some future time, he had an opportunity to talk to the man. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Avalon star grew brighter. It was a single-star system, a G-class star much like the Sun of Earth. 
 
    “We’re in the system’s farther Oort cloud,” Halifax declared later. “We’re going to need to shut down the Intersplit soon.” 
 
    “Use it as long as possible,” Cade said, eager to begin the final leg of his journey. 
 
    Halifax muttered under his breath, but obeyed, even though he was technically the owner of the Descartes now. 
 
    Cade sat at the sensor scope. He studied Avalon IV. It was an Earthlike world, an Eden environment according to the little they knew. 
 
    “Shutting down the Intersplit,” Halifax said ten minutes later. “If I don’t, the star’s gravity will collapse the field, and that might damage the engine.” 
 
    Cade did not respond. He felt the shift, though. A growing hum departed, and there was no more sporadic shaking. Afterward, he began searching with the scope in earnest, trying to find other vessels in the system. 
 
    It was a tedious search and left him exhausted. He studied the asteroid belt for hours, looking for minute clues. He searched the gas giants, studying the upper atmospheres, knowing that was an excellent place to hide a spaceship. At no point was there any indication of other vessels. 
 
    Soon enough, the Descartes reached the inner system, heading for the fourth planet. The first three were rocky terrestrial planets, barren of life and atmospheres. Avalon IV was a different matter. 
 
    Through the scope, Cade began studying the planet anew. It was tropical with blue oceans. Two Patrol orbitals circled it, always staying at equidistant points from each other. The verbal computer warnings from them had already begun. 
 
    “Each time one of them comes around the planet and sees us,” Halifax said, “the orbital initiates a target lock. I can feel the computers over there longing to launch missiles. This is a really bad idea, Cade. We should slow down, study the planet and orbitals for a month, at least. I still don’t see why they won’t blast you in your thruster pack.” 
 
    “First, it’s out of the question to wait a month,” Cade said, still hunched over the sensor scope. “Second, I will be inert, traveling through my initial velocity. I will not act like a missile.” 
 
    Halifax muttered under his breath, and he made noises while moving around on the piloting seat. 
 
    Something about that alerted Cade. He raised his head and swiveled around in time to see Halifax draw a small tube from a compartment under the piloting panel. Without thinking it through, Cade plucked a knife from the top of his boot and pitched it underhand. He did so with uncanny speed. He twitched his hand at the last second and heaved his body to the side of the seat. 
 
    A click sounded from the aimed tube. A tiny dart hissed past Cade, barely missing him because he’d moved. At the same time, the knife twirled. It struck Halifax’s throat. Because of the hand twitch at the last second, the blade didn’t sink into flesh. Instead, the blunt-end pommel struck hard. Halifax gurgled and collapsed. 
 
    Cade popped up, and in two strides reached the prone, choking doctor. Although trembling and hacking, Halifax reached into his coat, gasping as he drew something needle slender. Cade stomped on the hand. Bones cracked under his heavy boot. Halifax screamed. 
 
    Even then, Cade did not kill the doctor. He did kick him in the head, however, rendering the small man unconscious. 
 
    First rolling Halifax onto his stomach and tying the man’s hands behind his back, Cade collected the needle and dart. He debated pricking the doctor with one of them and seeing the results. Instead, he went to the cramped science lab and tested the substances smeared on the tip of each. 
 
    The verdict was quick: kill poison. The doctor had attempted to murder him. 
 
    Cade resisted the first impulse to kill the man in return. He’d given Halifax the scout, but fear ran too hot in the little doctor. Despite the double attempts on his life, Cade felt he owed Halifax. He did not like to renege on his debts. There was another reason. He believed that he had killed many people in his day. In that case, he had much blood on his hands. Maybe that was why he’d become stranded in the future, out of place in a time where he didn’t belong. This was his enforced penance for all those he’d slain during war. 
 
    Was that quixotic thinking, the kind of thoughts that would get him killed? Maybe it was. In any case, he didn’t kill Dr. Halifax for trying to kill him. 
 
    He didn’t let the man go free either. 
 
    Cade bound the doctor hand and foot, leaving him in his quarters on his cot. He returned to the piloting chamber, read the reader and brought the scout closer to Avalon IV. 
 
    Half a day passed. In another twenty-four hours, the scout would reach its nearest point to the 500,000-kilometer boundary. Cade planned to depart the scout then. 
 
    He went to Halifax’s quarters. The doctor panted on his cot, no doubt having spent hours trying to free himself. 
 
    “Well?” Halifax asked from his stomach. “Are you going to torture me?” 
 
    Cade said nothing. 
 
    Halifax tried to stare him in the eyes, and failed, looking away. “You’re going to get us both killed, you know?” 
 
    “There is that possibility.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “I know. I’m leaving the ship tomorrow. I’m leaving you the vessel. Maybe you’ll fire the guns at me. I hope to be far enough away by then, though.” 
 
    “You’re not—?” Halifax didn’t finish the question. 
 
    “No. I’m not going to kill you. I’m not sure why. Maybe I’ve become sentimental. Maybe the Brune memories have something to do with it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Halifax said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    Cade nodded. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I won’t fire the guns.” 
 
    A faint smile spread onto Cade’s face. “Thanks,” he said in return. 
 
    “I’m sorry I tried to kill you. Maybe it would be better if you let me go, and I helped you do this. I tried to—I’m afraid of getting in too close to the planet, the orbitals especially.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Cade said. “Maybe just before I leave, I’ll untie you.” 
 
    “You’re not going to leave me like this all night, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t want to die either, Doctor. And if you think about it long enough, I think you’ll rationalize making another attempt on me.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t.” 
 
    “I’d like to trust you, but I’ll rely on the ropes this time.” 
 
    With that, Cade left the chamber, the hatch shutting behind him. Tomorrow, if nothing went wrong, he would leave the Descartes and start on what might well be his last adventure. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Cade thought it through. Halifax had made two attempts to kill him. The man now had a broken hand. Two and a half years ago, Halifax fled to Earth with the cyborg device pried out of Brune’s gray matter. That device was now in his head. How otherwise did he possess Brune memories? More recently, Halifax left the Graff bunker to contact Clarke. Clarke attempted to murder him, well possibly that was so. Clearly, however, someone had launched a missile at the IPO lifter and had almost taken him out too. 
 
    Was Halifax trustworthy? No. Did the Descartes need to make a turning maneuver after he exited the ship? Most certainly. Could a preset computer turn the scout? That seemed likely. Cade did not know how to set that up, though, and he hadn’t had time to study the reader manual, nor did he have time now. 
 
    It was a conundrum. 
 
    After careful thought, he believed he had reached a solution. 
 
    The hours ticked by as he readied his equipment. He was only going to have one chance to do this. 
 
    The Descartes neared Avalon IV. No other spaceship had appeared. At least, Cade couldn’t spot any on the sensor scope. The orbitals each increased the stridency of their warnings. Soon, each orbital would launch a pair of missiles at the scout. 
 
    Cade nearly lost his nerve about heading in closer. Leaving the Descartes at 700,000 or even 600,000 kilometers from the planet, however, was simply too far. Seven days seemed like the maximum he should attempt to survive in the drop-suit. Thus, he stayed on course. He had worked out velocities and thrust before this. Now, he slowed the vessel per his schedule. 
 
    Afterward, with a constricted chest, Cade entered Halifax’s chamber. 
 
    “Please,” the doctor groaned from the cot. “I can’t feel my hands and feet anymore.” 
 
    Cade drew his boot knife: seven inches of steel, a deadly weapon perfectly balanced for throwing. 
 
    “No,” Halifax said, as he paled. “You promised—Cade!” 
 
    Cade grabbed a wrist and sawed through the binding. It parted. Halifax screamed in agony as his shoulders moved because of the release of tension. Cade cut the ankle bonds as well. The doctor lay panting on his stomach on the cot, sweat drenching his face. 
 
    Cade squatted, putting his face near Halifax’s. “Listen to me, Doctor. I’ve placed a powerful explosive in a secret location aboard the scout. It’s on a timer. If you find the explosive and try to defuse it, it will detonate. To stop the timer and defuse the bomb, you will need a code. That code I promise to radio you once I’m two hundred thousand kilometers from the surface.” 
 
    “Cade, no, what are you saying?” 
 
    “That if you use the fifty calibers and murder me, you will die when the bomb detonates.” 
 
    “I’ve already given you my word. I won’t do that.” 
 
    “I know. And I appreciate it. Call this insurance. I suggest you stretch and get up as soon as you can. We’re almost six hundred thousand kilometers from the planet. Once I leave, you should turn the ship away.” 
 
    Halifax looked as if he wanted to say more. Instead, he groaned pitifully as he worked his shoulders. 
 
    “At least help me sit up,” the doctor pleaded. 
 
    Cade rose. “Good luck, Dr. Halifax. I wish you the best.” He headed for the hatch, stopped and faced the prone doctor. “Goodbye.” 
 
    Halifax’s mouth moved, but no words came. 
 
    Cade left the quarters, the hatch shutting behind him. He went to the piloting chamber, slowing the ship. The vessel had passed the 600,000-kilometer mark. He would leave the ship just outside the 500,000-kilometer mark. He waited, studying a timer. When he was ready, he slowed the ship one final time. Then, he strode for the airlock chamber. 
 
    Once inside, he donned the large and unwieldy drop-suit. He wrestled the thruster pack into the airlock. Inside his suit was a survival kit that included the WAK .55 Magnum. He took a deep breath and squeezed into the airlock. The inner hatch shut, and the air bled away. After a timer ticked off the needed seconds, the outer hatch opened into space. 
 
    Cade reveled at the sight of the stars and the nearby planet. He shoved the thruster pack out, following it, buckling into the thing. 
 
    With a squeeze of thrust, he left the Descartes. He squeezed off yet more, lengthening the distance between them. With more than a little skill, he turned, examining the sleek scout with its stubby wings. The ship was beautiful, a slice of atmosphere and gravity. Would Halifax regain mobility in time to turn it away from the planet? 
 
    Cade shifted once again, thrusting longer, sending him away from the ex-Patrol scout. Avalon IV loomed largest in the distance, a beautiful Eden world waiting for him to make his great attempt. 
 
    His helmet radio crackled. Using his chin, he accepted the hail. 
 
    “Cade,” Halifax said in a harsh voice. “Cade, you bastard, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you, Doctor.” 
 
    “I’m tempted to blow your scheming hide into tiny pieces. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “I want you to ask me. Ask me to let you live.” 
 
    “Do as you will, Doctor.” 
 
    “You’re a lunatic. You’re going to die. Why are you taking me with you?” 
 
    Cade did not reply. 
 
    Halifax swore, stopping perhaps to concentrate on piloting the ship. 
 
    Yes. Cade noticed brightness. He looked back. The Descartes had begun a turning maneuver. Was it in time? They would find out soon enough. 
 
    Cade concentrated on Avalon IV. The world was so lovely. It beckoned to him, perhaps as the siren had done to Odysseus as his men with their plugged ears rowed past the treacherous rocks of her island. 
 
    Cade’s breath caught. That was one of his memories, a true remembrance. “An omen,” he said. A good omen, he decided. 
 
    An hour passed. 
 
    “Cade, can you still hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” 
 
    “Give me the code.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Tell me where the bomb is at least. I have no idea where you hid it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What’s that mean? Please, Cade. I didn’t kill you. I let you go on your damn quest.” 
 
    “Give me some more time and distance, Doctor.” 
 
    “Do you think I want to wait around here? You know the androids are going to show up, right?” 
 
    “I suspect you’re correct.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re counting on? Is that how you think you’ll get off Avalon IV?” 
 
    “It has crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Cade, you fool, you’ve already crossed the five hundred thousand-kilometer boundary. An orbital is sure to burn you with a laser. Please, for the love of all that’s holy, tell me where you placed the bomb and give me its code.” 
 
    Cade thought about that. Should he torment Halifax? He doubted the doctor would have the courage to turn back and try to align the guns at him. 
 
    “Do you want me to beg?” Halifax asked hoarsely. 
 
    “No,” Cade said, deciding then. “There is no bomb. That’s why you can’t find it. It was a trick to ensure you kept your word. I congratulate you, Dr. Halifax.” 
 
    There were several seconds of silence, then: “You’re an even greater ass than I thought.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Cade, Cade…good luck, you big oaf. I’d like to stay around and see what happens, but I’m heading out. I’m going to a nearby system and selling this death trap.” 
 
    “The ship is yours. Do as you please, Doctor.” 
 
    “No hard feelings, then, that I’m not sticking around?” 
 
    “None. This is my destiny. You must find yours.” 
 
    “Sure, Cade, I guess so.” Halifax cut the connection. 
 
    Cade didn’t mind. He settled himself for a long flight. He began his isometric exercises. He had many days to go, many kilometers to travel. Would the orbitals burn him? 
 
    A grim smile twitched into place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After six and three-quarters days of space flight, Cade was eager to exit his drop-suit. It stunk badly. His muscles felt tired and flabby. 
 
    He had not seen any explosions that would have meant the destruction of the Descartes. Would he have been able to see that, though, even at this short stellar distance? He didn’t know. The orbitals had not radioed any directives at him. He could see the one swing around the planetary horizon even as the other departed. From here, they were both the size of large dark dots against the planet. He could have used his visor’s zoom function to study them in detail, but he’d refused. How would it help his morale to see deadly weaponry aimed at him? 
 
    Instead, he focused on finding the surface crash site. Was there a way for him to find it with the suit? He did have some built-in sensor equipment but would wait to activate it. He feared active sensing equipment might trigger an orbital attack against him. 
 
    He had other concerns. For instance, had Halifax left the star system? If the androids hadn’t intercepted the doctor, he believed he would have. 
 
    The planet loomed larger as Cade ran his final computations. It would soon be time to start deceleration with the thruster pack. Meteors burned up entering a planetary atmosphere due to friction because they zoomed in too fast. He had to slow almost to a stop and slip through slowly and thus softly. 
 
    As the planet stretched across his horizons, a feeling of familiarity grew. He had done things like this before. Maybe he had worn an armored shell the other times, though. 
 
    A high-speed orbital insertion. 
 
    Inside the spacious helmet, Cade’s head jerked as another of his real memories popped into place. He remembered in a vague way, an assault ship maneuvering into low orbit. The ship would fire his people like shells in a shotgun, sending the insertion pods screaming down for the surface. 
 
    Cade shivered. They had gone down that time onto a cyborg-held planet, one with a pink sky. They had inserted after fierce asteroid bombardments struck the surface, softening up the enemy. The officers called their going down, “Boots on the ground.” 
 
    Cade tried to remember more, but the memories faded away. With a start, he realized that he was almost in position. Avalon IV loomed massive before him, his world now. It was time to discover if he could find anything technological down there. 
 
    He switched on the suit sensors. Several minutes later, he received a ping. He pinpointed the cause and realized the targeted continent was slowly moving or spinning away. He had to stay up here long enough for the targeted spot to rotate back into place. 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen because it would take too long. So— 
 
    “Thruster-pack time,” Cade said. He nodded. He would have to continue skimming the highest upper atmosphere, maneuvering into position over the pinged location. The best way was to add just a little to his present velocity. He would slow down later. 
 
    Suiting action to thought, Cade switched on the thruster pack. It was time to get real. His heart raced, and his groin felt tingly with excitement. He was doing it. He laughed, enjoying the moment. He was Cade. He was a soldier and this was his element. 
 
    “Rock and roll,” he whispered. He depressed a gloved thumb on the outer joystick button, and thrust left the pack, jerking him forward. He laughed again, his concentration narrowing to the immediate task. This…this was living. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    The soldier raced the rotation of the planet, and that might have been a mistake versus the orbitals. He gained velocity skimming the highest atmosphere. He raced toward the sensor-spotted location. The tech activity definitely woke an orbital trigger. He heard a hiss of warning in his helmet. 
 
    Cade studied the HUD. Apparently a laser warmed up on the orbital behind him. It readied to fire. 
 
    Cade applied more thrust, gaining velocity and distance from the platform. He had seconds to do this—in his estimation. Abruptly, the hiss quit. No laser reached out and stabbed at him. He had put the planetary horizon between him and the orbital. 
 
    What about the other orbital he was approaching? 
 
    There was no target lock from it yet. It would seem the orbitals scanned ahead with greater dedication than behind. That was interesting. Perhaps there was a narrow sweet spot between the two. Maybe the orbitals weren’t set up to stop this kind of infiltration. Maybe Rohan Mars knew that. Or maybe the computers had developed malfunctions. Maybe some of their scanning equipment had malfunctioned. Or maybe when the woman escaped, and others followed trying to recapture her, they had fired at the orbitals, causing damage to the weapons platform. 
 
    Thus, if he stayed in this sweet spot— 
 
    He began using the suit computer, making new calculations. He could do this for several more minutes. The planetary gravity was sucking him lower all the time. Soon, the friction at this velocity would cause his drop-suit to heat up and cook him alive. 
 
    His lips tightened as he calculated swiftly. He was gaining on the continent. He could see it, a mass of green with many large blue lakes. It was an Edenic world with alien ruins here and there. Humans had long ago landed on Avalon IV, maybe changing in the new world, mutating or evolving to its conditions. The primitives had captured shipwrecked spacemen before, killing them for witchery. 
 
    Cade cocked his head. How had Rohan Mars acquired his information? It was actually quite detailed for so long ago. 
 
    He studied the green down there. The targeted location was upon a brownish area—mountains, it would appear. 
 
    Time passed as he overtook the targeted location. The orbital was ahead and higher than he was. His helmet beeped. 
 
    It was time to begin the plunge. He was sinking even more. If he didn’t slow down, he might skip like a stone flung over water and bounce higher up into space. He would not have the fuel to maneuver back down into position and slow his velocity enough. 
 
    Could he slant toward the targeted location in order to reach it? 
 
    He made mental calculations, as he didn’t have time to use the suit computer. He had a vague memory of how to accomplish that. 
 
    “Now,” he said. 
 
    He turned himself. With his right gloved thumb, he pressed the joystick button. The thruster-pack ejected particles at full volume. Likely, the orbital would not give him long to do this. He grunted at the force, slowing more. 
 
    A hiss sounded in his helmet. He knew what that meant. The orbital had target lock on him. He did not lift his thumb off the fuel button or eject the thruster-pack from him. He needed to shed more velocity. 
 
    The hiss sounded, according to his HUD, and a laser line passed him in space to his left. 
 
    Sweat popped onto his face. The soldier knew what that meant. Either the orbital had fired a warning shot or it had tried to hit him and missed. If the latter, it was good to know the thing wasn’t perfect. 
 
    Seconds passed as he decelerated more. The warning hiss in his helmet grew louder—he jerked, no longer slowing. His back grew hotter, but that stopped. 
 
    He knew what must have happened. The laser hit this time, hit his thruster pack, stopping its operation. 
 
    He hit the eject button. That shoved him forward and down. He twisted his body in time to see another red laser strike against the thruster pack. His shoulders hunched and tightened. He expected an explosion. That would surely hurl shrapnel at him, ripping his drop-suit and maybe ripping into him. 
 
    To his amazement, the pack did not explode. 
 
    He checked the drop-suit sensors. He was going down, but he was also heading at a slant in the general direction of the targeted surface location. He was going too fast.  
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. 
 
    There wasn’t much he could do about that yet. He had to wait even as he built up speed going down. Luckily, he was no longer going fast enough that he would skip off the atmosphere. The space around him was dark, and he could still see the curvature of Avalon IV. He dropped at a slant. It would have been better— 
 
    “Forget that,” he said, making himself say it in a calm voice. He sought even greater calm, knowing that he had to use his head. He had trained for this. It didn’t matter if that was three hundred or one thousand years ago. The laws of physics hadn’t changed during that time. 
 
    He plunged toward the surface even though he could not feel any speed. He was in a spread eagle position like a skydiver as that would create the most resistance. He watched a speed dial and altitude monitor. Now! He pressed a control, and a drogue chute exploded from its pack. It jerked him hard, wrenching at him. He groaned as his muscles twisted at the strain. Then the chute ripped away. The jerk might have torn a lesser man’s muscles. He dreaded doing it a second time, but remorselessly did so nonetheless. The same thing happened. He checked his HUD controls. The angle of his drop had changed, and his speed had decreased. Three more times he deployed drogue chutes. The process repeatedly tore at him. He would be black and blue tomorrow—if he were still alive. 
 
    His speed had lessened considerably, and he was dropping almost straight down now. At this point in the drop, he needed that. He would try to angle later when he was lower in the thicker atmosphere. 
 
    The darkness began to dwindle, turning into atmospheric blue. He could no longer see the curvature of the world. He was coming down onto Avalon IV. He checked the HUD. His speed was within the acceptable limits. He wasn’t going to burn up like a plunging meteor. He concentrated on the task. He had one more drogue chute—this one for lower atmosphere where he was. He deployed it and felt the mighty yank. That slowed his speed. The space around him was fully blue. The ground was rushing upward. He held himself rigid in his skydiving pose, used the drop-suit compass and found his targeted location. It was almost one thousand kilometers away. 
 
    He changed his position, aimed that way and slanted toward it the best he could. He could perhaps gain two hundred and twenty kilometers before he landed by activating glide wings from the side of his suit. It was going to be a race. He waged it with all the cunning and strength that he could muster. Then, he found a computational error. The targeted location was half the distance from what he originally thought. 
 
    He laughed. That was a break. He needed one. 
 
    He spied great tropical trees and wide swathes of beautiful green grasslands. Avalon IV wasn’t just a vast jungle, but possessed stretches of green plains like an Edenic prairie. Was there animal life down there? He would suppose so. He didn’t have long now. He slanted until he finally straightened his drop, holding the formal skydiving pose. He decided to enjoy the view. A vast herd of animals ran across the green carpet of grass. The size of the herd stunned him, but not for long, as the ground rushed up. 
 
    He pulled the main ripcord. The final chute rose and billowed, jerking him. He began to float toward the grassland. 
 
    The mighty herd was in the distance. He would not land on it. 
 
    Slowly, the soldier drifted for the ground. He twisted in his harness, looking around. He was shocked at what he saw—humanoid beings. One raised a rifle, pointing at him. 
 
    He expected a slug to tear through him. 
 
    The ground rushed up. He would land soon, but he tried to study the hunters. The humanoids wore heavy fur garments and had wolf-like head hats. Now, Cade could see that it wasn’t a rifle but a spear. The warrior—Cade supposed the humanoid was a warrior—lowered the spear. Had they ever seen such a thing like a parachute before? He doubted it. Even so, the four humanoids began to lope toward where he would land. 
 
    Cade lost sight of them as he concentrated on landing. He set himself, and with a rush, he jarred against ground, crumpling onto the grass, the parachute drifting down toward him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    For several seconds, the soldier lay stunned on the ground. He’d made it onto Avalon IV! That seemed miraculous. Now, would germs or airborne viruses kill him? Would the food prove inedible? Would the humanoids loping here decide to kill him? 
 
    The inborn instinct to rise to the challenge stirred in the soldier’s heart. His spent muscles and twisted, bruised skeleton resisted his desire. Through force of will, be began unbuckling the stinking drop-suit. 
 
    He crawled out, yanking clothes and weapons from the suit. He donned the garments in what seemed like slow motion, groaning as his weary muscles protested. Soon enough, he wore the gray spaceman’s outfit, including a jacket, socks and heavy boots. 
 
    Grunting, he climbed to his feet. The knife was in a boot top, a mesh of finely interlocking hardened plastic rings gave him some torso protection. He had the WAK .55 Magnum with one hundred bullets included in the kit. He slung the survival bag strap over his left shoulder. 
 
    What should he do? Wait for the humanoids? That seemed like a bad idea. Pulling out the compass, finding the direction of the targeted tech site, he decided to start walking. 
 
    He left the chute and drop-suit. If the humanoids found the items, their investigating them might give him more time as they pondered the implications. 
 
    The soldier examined his surroundings as he increased his stride. The green grasses waved in a slight breeze. The grasses reached his waist and were smooth and sweet smelling. Giant tropical trees towered in the distance, usually in clumps of eight or less. The ground was dry, lacking stones or rocks— 
 
    He began sweating. He was wearing too much, especially with the mesh shirt as protection. He took off the jacket, folding and shoving it into the survival bag. That felt better. He kept walking and debated taking off the plastic-ring mesh shirt. No, not yet. 
 
    There were aerial creatures soaring here and there. He didn’t know if they were birds or reptiles. There was a hint of wetness to the air, indicating a nearby body of water. He did not see any stream or pond, though. To his far left was a hump of low green hills. 
 
    Cade continued walking. The exercise restored the quality of his muscles and buoyed his confidence. He had successfully dropped from space. He was alive. The sense of his great purpose filled him. He had a reason for existence. Finding the woman would help him know it. 
 
    He walked, making good time— 
 
    A loud, low-pitched horn reverberated behind him. Instinctively, the soldier spun around as he dropped to a crouch. He found himself holding the revolver. 
 
    The horn sounded a second time. 
 
    Would herd animals make that noise? The soldier didn’t think so. That must’ve come from the humanoids he’d seen. What would the horn signify? That they found his chute and suit? That they knew of his presence? That they were hunting him? Perhaps they were calling for reinforcements. 
 
    The soldier tugged the hat on his head, bringing the brim lower so it shaded his eyes from the bright sun. 
 
    Then, he remembered. He rummaged in the kit and pulled out a heavy pair of sunglasses, putting them on. That helped immediately. The sunglasses had other properties too. He touched the right side and made an adjustment. They acted like binoculars, bringing up— 
 
    Cade sucked in his breath in surprise. The four humanoids had reached his chute and drop-suit. They stabbed the suit with spears, lifting wolf-like snouts and howling into the air. The distant sound drifted to Cade. It was not the same as the horn. The four did the same to the parachute, stabbing and slashing at it. 
 
    Using the drop-suit as a guide for size, Cade estimated that the humanoids stood something under seven feet, old-style measurement. In other words, they were big suckers with broad shoulders. Their spears—were flint-tipped with leather straps helping to tie the blades in place. Ah. One of them had a curled horn on his back. A leather thong kept it in place. They wore loincloths but nothing else. The fur was theirs, it was natural. 
 
    One of them turned and stiffened at the air. He raised his spear and pointed at grass. The others turned fast, eyeing the place the first one pointed. As one, the four raised their snouts to the sky and howled, shaking their spears. Once the act was completed, the four started loping, moving one after another. 
 
    They’re following me, Cade realized. 
 
    That brought up an immediate problem. Should he allow them to capture him? They had stabbed the drop-suit and shredded the parachute. It would seem they reacted aggressively against intruders. 
 
    The soldier exhaled with regret. He did not want to kill the first aliens he met. He had a choice. He could surrender, possibly die or fight to live. This was their world. Was it right for him to take their lives? 
 
    “What are you, Cade?” he asked aloud. 
 
    He stood, quite certain they would be able to trail him. Maybe it would be better to get this over with now. Would there be some way to dissuade them? Yes. He would have to kill at least one of them. If he let the others live…might they not return with reinforcements? 
 
    Cade touched the sunglasses, returning them to normal function. 
 
    The star beat down on him as he waited. The four humanoids advanced quickly. They stopped suddenly, undoubtedly seeing him. 
 
    The four howled, and they began running, closing in toward him. It seemed as if they raced each other, perhaps desiring to be the one to face the intruder first. Maybe it was worth points in their society to be the best hunter or killer. 
 
    Far too soon for the soldier’s taste, the four wolf-like, semi-giant humanoids neared his location. They’d crossed the distance much faster than he had. 
 
    “Here we go,” Cade said under this breath. 
 
    At two hundred meters separation, the four halted. They howled at him, shaking their spears in his direction. 
 
    The soldier just watched. 
 
    The four lowered their spears, glancing at each other. Did they speak to each other, encouraging themselves to attack? The one with the horn pulled it from his back. He put the tip to his lips, filled his wide chest and blew a loud, low sound. It was deep, the noise seeming to pass through the soldier’s body. 
 
    Cade nodded, impressed with the horn. It made the four humanoids seem stronger than he’d realized. 
 
    The one lowered the horn, the others watching Cade closely. They seemed shocked by his non-reaction. Again, the four conferred among themselves. Finally, each gripped his spear, holding it over a shoulder, readying to hurl it. They advanced, spreading out as they came. 
 
    Cade cupped his hands around his mouth, shouting, “I don’t want any trouble with you.” 
 
    The four halted. Two cocked their heads. One stood straighter and shouted at him. 
 
    Cade listened, but he didn’t understand the words. That was no surprise. The one shouted again, shaking his spear for emphasis. Cade nodded, and began backing away, keeping his face toward them. 
 
    The four howled, racing at him. 
 
    Reluctantly, Cade drew the .55 from his rig. He did not brandish it. He waited. 
 
    The four spread out even more, and they put on a burst of speed. When were they going to throw a spear? Even as Cade wondered, the center creature heaved. The spear arced, speeding for Cade. 
 
    He stepped to the side. The spear flashed past him, thudding against the ground, sticking point-first. 
 
    That creature halted, the others continuing to sprint at him. 
 
    “Go back!” Cade shouted. 
 
    The next creature heaved his spear. It hissed fast, but Cade jumped to the side. That spear also flashed past him. That wolf-like alien halted. 
 
    The last two continued to sprint at him. They were getting too close. Cade raised his WAK Magnum and fired once with a terrific boom. The .55 caliber slug tore half a head away, spraying blood and bone, and that creature twisted and collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    Before the other realized what had happened, Cade killed him, too, with a single shot, dropping the fellow so he disappeared into the grasses. 
 
    The last two creatures’ eyes bugged outward. This was the moment. Would they attack as well? No, they whirled around, sprinting away as fast as they could go as they whimpered in fright. 
 
    The soldier debated killing them too. He had a feeling they would be back with reinforcements. But he didn’t want to kill any more than he had to. Thus, he let them go, watching for a time. They did not stop. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Cade turned the other way, plucking a spear from the ground and heading into the distance, wondering if he had seen the last of them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax hadn’t left the Avalon System, although he had moved farther away from the proscribed planet. 
 
    The Descartes was approximately two million kilometers from Cade. The scout ship drifted with nearly zero velocity. It was, in fact, in silent running mode, the engine off and life-support systems working off battery power. That meant minimal energy expenditures. The ex-Patrol vessel still had its dark anti-sensor coating. Scouting sometimes meant sneaking around while other enemy vessels went about their duties. 
 
    Halifax had hunched over the sensor scope, watching Cade make his drop. The powerful sensor had seen the orbital laser strike—and Halifax had muttered an ancient prayer for Cade. He had continued watching and seen the man separate from the damaged thruster-pack. With growing disbelief, Halifax had even witnessed the drogue chutes slowing Cade’s upper atmospheric entry. 
 
    The soldier had survived the orbital laser strike. That had sent Halifax to thinking. Through the scope, he’d followed Cade’s descent as far as he could, finally losing sight of him in the lower atmosphere. 
 
    It would appear the Ultra made it down. That meant Rohan Mars might have known what he was talking about when he made Brune the offer. 
 
    Halifax rose from the sensor seat and walked slowly toward the polarized window. Avalon IV hung in the middle of the stars. Why was he staying in an obviously dangerous location? 
 
    Halifax had several reasons that he enumerated to himself. He was curious about Cade’s fate. He wondered if the androids would appear. He was hesitant about switching on the Intersplit engine and risking traveling at FTL speeds again. If the androids appeared, might detailed knowledge about the proceedings be worth credits to Director Titus? What did Rohan—the tech company—want with the woman? Clearly, the proceedings had greatly stoked Halifax’s curiosity. Might this be a pivotal moment between androids, possibly cyborgs, and the ancient Ultras? Or had the Director played him for a fool, and really, this was about an Ultra resurgence? 
 
    Likely, he should have maneuvered the Descartes farther from Avalon IV, but that would have taken time and energy. Others might have shown up in the interim, spotting him. Besides, while the scout possessed a relatively powerful scope, the farther he went from the planet, the less he would see. He was trusting in the scout’s stealth capacity while running silently. 
 
    As Halifax waited, he regretted attempting to kill Cade. He had acted out of fear. Why had the man shown him mercy? It struck a chord in the doctor, that was for damn sure. 
 
    Halifax chuckled. “I’ll be,” he said. “I like him.” He nodded. He liked the soldier’s stoical ways and calm certainty. He sensed great loyalty in Cade. 
 
    A soft alarm alerted him. The doctor whirled around, racing to the sensor scope. He put his eyes against the rubber lining as he manipulated the controls. Ah. He saw it. A ship with a green Intersplit Field moved in-system. The field flickered, flickered again and winked out. That allowed Halifax to inspect the ship behind the field. 
 
    The new vessel was oblong like a giant teardrop. He didn’t have a sense of its size yet. He used passive sensors, as he had no wish for the crew to spot him. Naturally, what he saw had happened some time ago due to the distance and the speed that light traveled. 
 
    This was interesting. The Intersplit Field winked out while the vessel was in the middle of the outer star system. It would take…a week, he would guess, for the ship to reach the inner system. It did not accelerate or decelerate, but moved with its present velocity. According to this, it did not appear to be a Patrol vessel, nor did the doctor think it was an IPO ship. That meant it was likely a ship belonging to the secret tech company. 
 
    Halifax’s stomach gurgled and twisted. He was nervous because he finally realized his precarious position. He was alone out here, a mere two million kilometers from the planet. If that ship held androids or android handlers, they would want to know if Cade had succeeded or not. 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Halifax’s tall broad forehead furrowed. If the tech company had always planned to come to Avalon IV—wait, wait, wait. That didn’t necessarily hold. It had been two and a half years since Rohan made Brune the offer. Why hadn’t the androids sent someone else down during that time? 
 
    Halifax shrugged. Maybe they had and failed. He lacked data concerning it. 
 
    “That’s why I’m doing this.” 
 
    Halifax nodded. He wanted to gain valuable data so he could sell it to the Director. Suppose he got that data, he would still have to use this old Intersplit engine to leave the Avalon System. 
 
    The doctor returned to the scope, studying the distant spaceship. Was that thing a match for two Patrol monitors? If it was, they could simply blow the orbitals away and land directly on the planet. How long would it take the Patrol to find out about orbital destruction? 
 
    Halifax sat up, with a ring of red flesh showing where he’d pressed his face against the scope. An earlier thought resurfaced. If the Patrol had guardian orbitals installed, certainly they would have planned for someone eventually destroying them. There would be some kind of alarm then, right? That might indicate a silent recording device orbiting the planet much farther out. It would remain hidden, possibly even better than he hoped to do in the Descartes. It was also possible the tech company had dropped a silent recording device in the system. If that were true— 
 
    “They’ll learn I’m here or already know.” 
 
    Halifax began to feel even queasier than before. The unknown crew headed in-system. If he waited around, they could easily apprehend him. Maybe the best move was to race to the nearest Patrol outpost and report the entire thing. That would necessarily implicate him for what had happened in the Rigel System. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Okay, okay, he needed to think carefully. He had time right now to make a decision. He could stay here to see what happened. He wanted to know all right, as he was curious, and maybe he owed Cade since the Ultra had shown him mercy. That was something else, and so rare in Halifax’s life… 
 
    “I’d like to help him.” 
 
    Sure, fine, that was all good. He would help the big lug if he could do it without dying or placing himself in too great of jeopardy. So… 
 
    “Talk to me, Doctor. Make a decision.” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his chin. The keenest problem to his survival was that approaching ship. If that ship had tech company personnel or its android reps—his greatest danger lay in the ship sensors spotting him or a sensor mine somewhere in far Avalon IV orbit having recorded everything he’d done. 
 
    He had to find the sensor mine—if it existed, and before it could broadcast its data. So… Halifax grinned, even if it was a mite sickly looking. 
 
    He would spend the next two days searching for the sensor mine. If he found it, he would race like mad to get away. If he didn’t find it, he could decide then. Or…if he found it and destroyed it, he might be in a dickering position with the approaching vessel. They would want to know about Cade’s attempt and success—if the Ultra had made it to the surface. 
 
    Whew! This was a high-stakes game indeed. He owed Cade. He had his ship and lacked further income. It was exciting— 
 
    “Don’t get carried away,” Halifax muttered to himself. “You have a spaceship. Keep it and sell it later, and you can be set for life.” 
 
    With his decision finally made, Halifax headed for the small pantry. He would eat and start searching for a sensor mine afterward. Cade had likely made it down, and the Ultra hadn’t lost his former partner…yet. Halifax would just have to make sure that his curiosity about all this didn’t get him killed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The soldier carried one of the primitive spears. It was well balanced and had good heft throwing. He’d taken it because he didn’t want to waste bullets bringing down game, but would use the spear at the proper time. The flint blade had been chiseled and polished with skill. That meant the primitives were using New Stone Age as opposed to Old Stone Age techniques. The wood was hard and smooth, showing signs that someone had rubbed it down. Yes. The spear indicated workmanship and possibly pride. 
 
    Cade halted, breathing hard, mopping sweat from his face. He scanned back, but could see no signs of pursuit. 
 
    Blue-feathered birds soared behind him, their wings three meters across. They had bare heads and thick hooked beaks. He wondered if that indicated a type of vulture or scavenger. A herd of heavy bison-like creatures with dark brown hides moved less than a kilometer to his right. They walked and tore at the grasses. Did that mean they would ruminate on the substances later? 
 
    He’d passed a pond earlier, filled his canteens and dropped a purification tablet in each. He now unlatched a canteen, unscrewed the top and took a swig. Despite the tablet, it was sweet tasting. He would have liked to drink more, but he would wait until the sun went down. He would simply sweat it out if he drank too much now. This was just to rinse his mouth and raise his spirits. 
 
    At times, he ran at a steady pace. He would walk afterward, switching out in order to keep up his stamina while covering as much territory as he could. 
 
    He’d seen a pride of predatory beasts earlier: three-meter-long, tawny monsters with savage sets of shark-like teeth. They had slunk with feline grace. Fortunately, for him, they had left him alone. 
 
    He used the zoom function of his sunglasses, but did not pick up any indication that bipedal wolf aliens were following. 
 
    By now, the sun was edging toward the horizon. Given its rate of travel across the blue sky, he estimated he had another hour and a half of sunlight. 
 
    Rechecking his compass, he saw that he had another hundred kilometers at least before he reached the crash site. A smudge on the horizon indicated hills or mountains. He had a feeling the woman’s ship had crash-landed in those smudges. 
 
    Did bipedal wolf aliens live in the mountains or hills? Why had Rohan Mars suggested that humans lived on this world? 
 
    He had so many questions. Answers would come with hard work and luck. 
 
    “A man makes his own luck,” Cade muttered. 
 
    He rose from his crouch and began loping. He did so for thirty minutes. By the end of that time, he was panting and had sweated far too much. The sun had sunk toward the horizon faster than he’d anticipated. 
 
    Hmmm… It was time to decide where he would sleep for the night. He eyed a stand of huge tropical trees, most of the leaves high up on top. Would there be monkey creatures over there? He hadn’t seen any sign of such. 
 
    He turned toward the trees, walking, setting the spear against a shoulder. He would make his decision at the trees. So far, he kept away from them. 
 
    He reached the seven towering trees as the sun ballooned in apparent size, half in the horizon. A large furry type of squirrel lived in the trees. Four of them stared down at him. 
 
    Cade set the spear against the craggy tree trunk. It had to be a hundred meters tall, the first branches halfway up. The trunk of this tree hadn’t grown straight up, but slanted. 
 
    He drank water and settled everything on him for climbing. He would leave the spear behind. He donned a pair of gloves and started balancing on the slanted trunk, climbing. 
 
    The ground dropped away, and the huge squirrels started chattering at him in rage. He paused, wondering if they would attack. If they did, he would have to start down as fast as he could. Otherwise, he risked losing his balance and hitting the ground with a splat. 
 
    The giant squirrels kept their distance, however. 
 
    It took work and balance until he reached a branch. It was big and straight enough for him to lie down with a meter on either side of him. 
 
    He lay there, the last tip of the sun sinking into the horizon. He’d made fantastic progress today, having started in his smelly drop-suit in orbit. He could probably reach the crash site two days from now, provided nothing got in his way. It surprised him that the bipedal wolf aliens had given up so easily. He had been sure letting the other two live had been a mistake. Now, he was glad he’d let them go. Why needlessly kill? 
 
    He drifted off to sleep, waking several times as animal roars or screams startled him. Each time, he looked around before closing his eyes again. He should be safe up here— 
 
    Something instinctual woke him again. Had he been dreaming? A dire feeling caused him to turn and peer down—his nape hairs rose. In the starlight, he spied one of the feline three-meter-long predators slinking up the slanted tree-trunk. It kept sniffing the bark, its tail lashing. The obvious conclusion was that it smelled his scent. 
 
    Cade drew his hand cannon. Should he shout at it? 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled. 
 
    The predator’s triangular head snapped up. Its luminescent green eyes peered up at him and the tail straightened. The beast had lion-like claws. It began to race up the trunk at him. 
 
    Cade drew a bead and fired. A gout of flame shot from the barrel. A gaping hole appeared in the predator’s head as the heavy slug blasted through. That checked its race up the tree. The glowing green eyes shimmered and seemed to wink out. A moment later, the great beast plummeted from the tree, hitting the ground with a heavy thud. 
 
    Nearby tree-borne squirrels screamed protest. Somewhere farther out on the grasslands beasts roared as if with rage. It was as if they understood that something unnatural had occurred, and they hated it. 
 
    There was something else, though, and the soldier had trouble pinpointing it. The stars glittered brightly in the heavens, and metal, or something reflective, shimmered from the throat of the beast below. 
 
    That made no sense. 
 
    Distant horns began to blare. The soldier recognized the sound. He sat up, squinting into the distance. He saw it then: points of light. The pinpoint lights—torches, hundreds of them. 
 
    The soldier’s heart beat faster. In another man, that might have indicated fear. In him, it meant he had to decide—and act. 
 
    He muttered a curse under his breath, holstered the Magnum and donned the gloves. It was time to leave. 
 
    In the starlight, he began negotiating his way down the trunk. It was harder than climbing up. The squirrels were chattering instructions or mocking him; he didn’t know which. Finally, he let go and dropped, landing in a crouch. 
 
    He grabbed the spear and used the flint tip to prod the beast. It was huge, but it did not stir. It must be dead. It had to be dead. The soldier used the tip to prod the neck, finding a leather collar around its throat. He inched closer, seeing shiny tiny objects sewn to the leather collar. 
 
    He heard the horns again. Could they be closer than before? 
 
    He nodded. It was more than possible. The collar indicated the beast was a hunting animal for the bipedal wolf aliens. The horns agreed with his analysis. The torches— 
 
    Cade exhaled through his nostrils, turned away from the line of torches and started trudging across the dark grassland. This was likely a terrible risk. Being treed by more giant predators would be worse. The wolf aliens were clearly hunting for him. 
 
    He should have slain the last two. Showing mercy had come back to bite him in the butt. He couldn’t change what had happened, so he wasn’t going to worry about it. He’d had a rest and felt better. 
 
    “You’ve been resting for seven days. Now, it’s time for some work.” 
 
    Resolved, mentally shoving aside possible regrets, Cade determined that a host of primitives wasn’t going to stop him from reaching his destiny. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Cade took several questionable chances that night. He waded through a nighttime pond, the WAK Magnum aimed at the murky waters swirling around his thighs. He expected an aquatic predator like a crocodile to make a strike at him. Watering holes were always dangerous. He waded along the rim and finally reached stony ground. Climbing out, he hurried from the depression, using stone until he reached the regular grassland again. That might hinder wolf-alien beasts, and the wolf aliens themselves, from sniffing out his trail. 
 
    He kept the revolver holstered after that, determined to use the spear for defense. The gun’s report would give away his position. Surely, the bipedal wolf aliens had canine senses, which included excellent hearing. 
 
    The next dare was a shambling beast like a cave bear. It had shiny claws in monstrously wide paws and saliva-dripping fangs. Cade could see that clearly by the light of an intense moon. 
 
    This moon moved faster across the night sky than normal, which troubled Cade. Could one of the orbitals be doing that? Was the orbital searching for him? He hadn’t seen any moon before this. What else could the bright light be? 
 
    The shambling beast roared from behind. It was a frightful sound. It had been following him for some time. Now, it charged but still in a shambling manner. Certainly, Cade could have drawn his Magnum and fired. He refused. If he couldn’t kill it with the spear, he would die to the wolf aliens anyway as they pinpointed him through the blast. 
 
    To that end, Cade dug in a pocket, removing several stones he’d collected at the pond for something like this. He turned around and threw the stones one after another at the beast’s face, striking it each time, goading it to greater effort. 
 
    The huge cave-bearish monster roared with rage. 
 
    He was doing this for a reason. How did one kill such a predator with a stone-tipped spear? Cade did not believe he would have time to make several deep jabs with the spear as he attempted to dance around it. A single cast from the side would surely drive the flint into flesh, but ribs would block it from biting deeply enough to slay the creature. He had to kill it with a single deep thrust. 
 
    Cade knelt with one knee on the ground, holding the stout spear as if he was a medieval pikeman facing a mounted knight. He planted the blunt end of the spear against the ground, placing one of his boots on it. Then, he angled the spear at a slant, ready to receive the stone-enraged beast. Holding the spear with both hands, knowing he could easily die, Cade shouted a last challenge, both to goad the monster a final time and bolster his courage. 
 
    The bear creature crashed upon the spear like a landslide of muscle, bone and fur. Cade felt the solid wood shiver in his hands. He held on, and the great weight of the beast drove the spear deeper. Realizing he couldn’t fling himself away in time, Cade dove forward, the slashing claws and snapping teeth barely missing him. Then he rolled onto his back as the alien beast crashed on top of him like an avalanche. Cade grunted, the breath driven from his lungs. The stench of the beast made him dizzy, and the weight driving down upon him— 
 
    Moving his hands, straining against the smothering fur and flesh, Cade sipped horrible tasting air. He gagged, sipped again and endured the wretched stench. 
 
    The monster shivered, and shivered again. Cade groaned at the strain, unable to breathe when it did that. Finally, the monster lay still, and Cade was able to wrestle another sip of air. 
 
    Wetness seeped upon his garments. He was pinned under the mountain of unmovable flesh. By the slightest of degrees, he wriggled, stopping often to sip air. He sweated and strained, wriggling centimeter by centimeter. It was an exhausting job, and he paused twice, restarting when his stubbornness had time to kick in. The glorious moment arrived at last. He pushed his head into the open and sucked down air in great gobs. He dragged himself further from under the dead beast, finally jerking his feet free. He collapsed on the ground, drinking air in heaving gasps, utterly spent. 
 
    Once he’d regained a modicum of energy, from where he lay, Cade felt his torso and limbs. Nothing appeared broken, but his body was badly bruised and already stiffening as he lay here. His jacket was soaked with the beast’s blood. 
 
    Cade allowed himself a few more minutes. He just wanted to sleep. Instead, he repositioned himself and used the carcass to climb to his feet. The flesh was still warm. How long until nighttime predators came to feast upon the corpse? 
 
    Closing his eyes, Cade marshaled his will. This time, it was difficult. Maybe he should have used the gun. Well, he hadn’t. Thus, to make the best use of what had happened, he needed to move. 
 
    Cade pushed off the mountain of inert fur and almost tottered into a heap. He kept his balance and started walking. His eyesight was blurry from the new exertion. He kept seeing pinpoint lights, a distant line of them— 
 
    He muttered. He was going the wrong away. Turning around, he went in the right direction, passing the dead monster. To make sure, he took out the compass. It was a good thing he did. He made a thirty-degree change and continued walking. He staggered from time to time, almost tripping and falling. 
 
    That hadn’t been smart. The thing could have crushed him, bruised organs. It could have broken ribs. He’d gotten lucky. A smile hurt his face. Well, he couldn’t worry about that. He had to jog for a time. When he tried, though, he found that a walk was the best he could do for now. It was likely a normal person would have died from the crashing monster. His heavier bones, sturdier muscles and faster reflexes had saved his life. 
 
    “Enough,” he told himself. There was no sense dwelling on the incident now. He’d won. That was it. To survive, he needed to exploit the fact that he hadn’t given his position away through gunfire. 
 
    “Move,” he said to himself. 
 
    This time, he broke into a shambling jog. He grunted at the worst jolts, but the running started to loosen up his sore, spent muscles. 
 
    A half hour later, he felt better. He wasn’t whole again; he just wasn’t a zombie anymore. 
 
    For the remainder of the night, he continued switching off, walking and running. He had great stamina and would have possessed even more but wasn’t in top condition to begin with. He didn’t bother thinking deeply. This was a race. He took out the compass and made course corrections as needed. 
 
    Once, two dog-like creatures trailed him. These possessed stilt-like legs, meaning their lean bodies were above the grass. He kept glancing back at them, trying to spy collars. He couldn’t. Finally, he turned, drawing his boot-knife, deciding to slay them in hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    The two creatures closed on either side of him, growling, sniffing—they both stopped and cocked their heads at practically the same moment. One of them whined. The other sniffed again. Both of them retreated, soon trotting away. 
 
    Cade straightened, surprised by the reaction. Could it have been the bear-monster’s blood? Maybe they smelled the bear creature’s stink on him and that had frightened them. 
 
    With a shaking hand, he slid the knife back into its spot in the boot top. This was the planet of his destiny. If he needed further proof of that— 
 
    “No. I know it now.” 
 
    The idea buoyed him even as total exhaustion began to seep in. He refused to countenance the idea of quitting, however. He had a purpose in this future time. He had a task. He liked that, as he needed and wanted purpose. 
 
    Doggedly, he continued to trot through the grassland. Who had given him his destiny? Cade didn’t know. He couldn’t remember if he was religious or not. The woman—he had to find her. She had risen—woken—from a stasis unit. He had woken from one, too. 
 
    Thinking about it gave him a surge of strength—just in time. 
 
    Horns sounded behind him. He looked back and could see bobbing torches. They were closer than before. 
 
    “No,” Cade said. He increased his trot, picking up speed. Through fierce resolve, he kept that up until he panted gutturally. He was sweating too much. This was a killing pace. 
 
    Before he collapsed and ruined everything, Cade slowed to a walk. He looked back. The torches seemed farther away than last time. 
 
    Could he keep up this pace until he reached the crash site? He didn’t shrug. He could no longer afford to waste any energy. He would find out if he could or not by trying, not by thinking about it. 
 
    He walked. The horns blew. The wolf aliens followed him. He was beginning to think they would never give up. Why hadn’t they sent more of their collared beasts after him? 
 
    Cade continued the grueling pace until the sun began to rise. The dawn light changed the grassland back into the beautiful garden. Cade could see the clotted blood on his jacket. He could see the blood caked under his fingernails. Likely, his face was black and blue. 
 
    As he walked, he took a canteen and found it dry. The other one was the same. He needed to drink. 
 
    A half hour later, he found a stream. He groaned as he crouched by it. Each canteen took a dunk as air bubbled from it. He dropped a purifying tablet in each, gave them time to do their task, and then drank deeply. That might have been a mistake, waterlogging him, but he was too thirsty and exhausted to care. 
 
    Finally, a lifetime later, he clenched his teeth so he wouldn’t cry out. The short rest to his muscles had stiffened them. It was painful standing, but he did it. Looking around, he did not spy any wolf aliens or their giant feline pets. 
 
    Cade began tottering in the correct direction. The smudge in the distance had grown from last night. He almost smiled. He adjusted his hat, took out the sunglasses and walked at a steady pace for an hour. It was getting hotter, but he wasn’t going to stop. He would force his way to the mountains, to the crash site. Surely, there— 
 
    He stopped. Why did he think the wolf aliens would leave him alone there? Slowly, Cade shook his head. 
 
    A horn blared from behind. 
 
    With a start and a twinge from a muscle spasm, he turned. What he saw caused him to groan and sway. By force of will, he refused to let his knees unlock. They almost did anyway. After all his hustle— 
 
    He would not complain. Instead, he would fight to the very end. That meant he needed to catalog what he saw and come up with a plan. 
 
    A long line of wolf aliens approached. They were half a kilometer away, no more than that. He estimated four hundred of them or more, possibly four-fifty. Several leashed three-meter-long predators sniffed at his trail. 
 
    Would the handlers release the beasts to attack him? 
 
    Cade removed the sunglasses and rubbed his gritty eyes. Putting the sunglasses back on, he studied the approaching warriors. They were much like the ones he’d seen yesterday. They had lean furry bodies, loincloths and each carried a spear. No, he took that back. A few carried bundles of javelins. There were a few with more clothing, jewelry, he guessed. Were those alien medicine men or the chiefs? 
 
    The line of warriors continued approaching him. Ah, more followed the warriors. Those were shorter and squatter. Those carried leather bags. Oh, he now saw that those were obviously females. Like many Stone Age primitives, the males hunted while the females did everything else. 
 
    “Okay,” the soldier muttered. It was time to make his stand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Cade wanted to collapse onto his butt, but he stood as the long line neared. He was a soldier. If he were going to die, he would face the moment on his feet, preferably fighting to the very end. 
 
    As he waited, he drank from a canteen. He ate a protein bar. That helped a little. He couldn’t believe that this was it. Surely, this meant death. He’d slain two of their tribe. As primitives, they would want revenge. Look at how much effort they’d taken to hunt him. Look at the lion-like predators: they’d unleashed at least one of them against him. 
 
    He was so damn weary, so spent and dispirited by this turn of events. If ever he would have liked to weep— 
 
    It didn’t matter if his final stand was on a primitive planet while he stood alone. He had a duty—he cocked his head. Did he have a duty? If that was so, to whom did he owe this duty? A bleak faint smile touched his lips. His comrades were likely all dead on some ancient battlefield or stuck in ancient stasis units. He was truly alone in this future time. The bleak faint smile caused him to examine the nearing wolf aliens. It occurred to him that they were not all the same. 
 
    Silently, he berated himself for failing to take advantage of the moment. He must study the enemy, searching for a weakness or a way to use their habits against them. 
 
    The spear-armed warriors had streamers dangling from their weapons. Some had black streamers, some had red and others green. He didn’t think it signified status so much as clan or tribal affiliation. The black-streamer spear-carriers walked with the blacks and the greens with the greens. Now that he noticed, the medicine men or chiefs stayed with their streamer-colored clan or tribe too. 
 
    That made sense. These were primitives, hunters—nomads. That implied small clans ranging over wide hunting territories. Four hundred and fifty warriors must mean a huge gathering of clans or tribes, three distinct groups according to the colored streamers. 
 
    What did that mean? Something, he was sure. He didn’t know enough to— 
 
    “No,” the soldier said. That wasn’t going to cut it. If he didn’t know, he must figure it out, and fast. 
 
    He snorted. He didn’t have much time, did he? Cade took a wide stance and put his hands on his hips. He had the big revolver in the shoulder rig, and he knew how to speed-load. He had one hundred bullets or thereabouts. If he was going to start killing primitives, he should consider drawing— 
 
    Before he could strike, warriors pulled out horns and began blowing. The heavy low sound struck the soldier, the sounds shaking him, making his bones quiver. Once more, it signified to him the strength, the power, of the bipedal wolf aliens. 
 
    At the heavy horn sounds, the advancing warriors halted and thrust the butt end of their spears against the ground as if that meant something. Another blast from the horn-men caused the warriors to sit cross-legged and proudly erect, with their spears resting lengthways on their knees. 
 
    The soldier examined the line, a curved line like a giant beast horn. Maybe this was a spectacle to them, a once-in-a-life-time event. The females sat behind the warriors, many of them craning their necks so they could see over the larger wolf-men. 
 
    The soldier noticed that the medicine men or chiefs still stood. He counted fifteen of them, five for each colored-streamer group. They conferred with each other in their groups of five. Finally, one from each group started for him. 
 
    The soldier shivered. This was it. He had to choose. Did he draw and kill the chiefs? That seemed like a good strategy. Didn’t primitive peoples have champions? Slay the champions or chiefs and the rest should flee. Would that work the same here? 
 
    The soldier—Cade—did not draw. He waited. The three bipedal wolf aliens looked old to him—older than the warriors at least. So, probably not their fighting champions. They each had long necklaces with shiny objects attached. Each had skulls on the necklaces, too. 
 
    Behind his sunglasses, Cade squinted. Those looked like human skulls, not wolf alien skulls. That was interesting and troubling. 
 
    Each of the approaching three stooped or had gray in his facial fur, and each carried a baton instead of a spear. 
 
    Cade no longer stood with his feet wide apart. He stood taller, although he wasn’t as tall as the wolf aliens. He was thicker or deeper in the chest. Were his reflexes better? 
 
    As they approached, the three eyed him closely. When they reached five meters from him, they stopped. In Cade’s mind, they were Black, Green and Red, in that order from right to left. The three began shaking their batons. Each stick was leather-topped and pebbles, or old bones, perhaps, rattled inside the tied bags. At that point, Black, Green and Red began to mumble in a singsong way, and they began to shuffle and dance in a small circular area, each to himself. 
 
    Medicine men, Cade decided. Were the old fellows laying a curse on him? 
 
    The itch to draw his gun and fire grew. By force of will, mainly because of curiosity, Cade held back. 
 
    The medicine men stopped dancing. Each eyed the other. Black pointed his baton at Green, Green pointed his baton at Red, and Red, of course, aimed his baton at Black. Abruptly, Black staggered backward as if hurt, lowering his baton. 
 
    The seated warriors watching this stirred. 
 
    With his shoulders slumped, the Black medicine man turned away and shuffled to his team. None of them spoke to him. Together, the five Black medicine men or shamans went to their warriors, moving through the seated line to sit among the females. 
 
    In some manner, Cade decided, the Black shaman had succumbed to the others. 
 
    Red and Green did not aim their batons at each other. Rather, they muttered to each other, eyeing Cade at times and eyeing the seated warriors. Finally, both shamans whistled loudly. 
 
    A big warrior from Green and an equally impressive warrior from Red stood up. The shamans shouted questions at the standing two. Each of the warriors shouted back, picking up his spear and stalking to the shamans. 
 
    With their batons, the two shamans pointed at Cade. The two warriors shook their spears as they faced each of their leaders, growling, and they whirled toward Cade. Without any more preamble, the two warriors charged, their spears held level and two-handed. It looked as if they meant to drive their flint tips through his body. 
 
    The act took Cade by surprise, and he acted instinctively, drawing the WAK Magnum and firing. With a terrific boom, a .55 caliber slug tore a giant hole in the Green warrior’s throat. It wasn’t sporting, but this was the soldier’s life and manner of death. He shifted his stance, ready to fire again— 
 
    The Red warrior halted. He did not look at Cade or at the fallen Green warrior. He simply turned around and started back for the seated line of Red warriors. 
 
    The action shocked Cade, who stood there with his smoking gun held near his right leg. 
 
    The Green shaman’s shoulders fell. He, too, turned away from Cade, walking back to his fellows. Like the Black shamans, the Greens walked through their seated warriors and took their place with the females. 
 
    The Red shaman began shaking his leather-topped baton, rattling the pebbles or bones inside and chanting in a low voice. He shuffled in his circle, raising his snouted face to the sky and howling as if to the gods. He did this for a solid five minutes. 
 
    The soldier figured the old wolf alien must have been getting dizzy. Abruptly, the shaman stopped, and he stared at Cade as if with wonder. The Red shaman touched the back of his head and cried out, keening. 
 
    All the seated warriors stirred. They seemed surprised, although they did not seem angry. Two Red warriors stood, barking orders at the Red tribe females. 
 
    Several females helped a weak wolf alien to his or her feet. That one had a cloth over his or her head. One of the females removed the cloth, revealing a male. The male’s facial and head fur was completely white. He had a heap of necklaces around his bent old head. There were many human-like skulls and shiny baubles on the necklaces. The two females helped him hobble to the two impatient warriors. 
 
    The two Red warriors took the old one’s arms, slowly helping him toward the waiting Red shaman. 
 
    How had that ancient wolf alien kept up with the pack last night? Cade had no idea, unless someone had carried him. 
 
    The three reached the head Red shaman. The shaman pointed at Cade. The old one did not look there. He waited. The shaman spoke to the old one and tapped the back of his own head again. 
 
    At that point, the old one studied Cade. He nodded feebly and spoke to the two warriors. They turned to Cade and began helping the old one toward him. 
 
    The Red shaman spoke sharply. The two warriors let go of the old one, stepped back several paces and sat down. 
 
    Cade realized neither of those two warriors had their spears. 
 
    Together, the Red shaman and the old one he helped—the old one had red streamers among his many necklaces—began shuffling to where Cade waited. 
 
    The soldier glanced at the curved line of seated warriors. Many leaned toward him, watching avidly. This was the main event. Had the shamans fought over how they would do this? Did each tribe have its own ideas about what they should do with the stranger? Had the Black or Green tribes sent the predator he’d slain last night at his tree? 
 
    Cade holstered the revolver. He didn’t fear these two, at least not physically. They were each taller than he was, but given their frailty, he was probably heavier and no doubt much stronger. 
 
    The head Red shaman was mumbling as he approached. Cade did not understand anything the wolf alien said. Once they reached half a meter from him, the two halted. Cade could smell them, a mild wet dog odor. It wasn’t pleasant, but he could easily stand it. 
 
    The Red shaman began shaking his baton again, the speed of his mumbling increasing. No doubt, it was some sort of spell of protection. 
 
    The white-furred old one stared at Cade. There was something hypnotic about that one’s eyes. They were dark like all the wolf aliens. But they held knowledge and maybe— 
 
    Cade grunted, bending his head and rubbing a spot on his forehead. 
 
    The baton shaking quit. The Red shaman glanced at the old one. The old one ignored the other. 
 
    “Brune,” the old one said slowly. 
 
    Cade’s hand dropped from where he’d been rubbing his forehead. His head snapped up as he asked in astonishment, “What did you say?” 
 
    The old one pointed a crooked finger at him, saying slowly and with precise enunciation. “You are Jack Brune?” 
 
    “No,” Cade said, astonished at the turn of events. 
 
    The old one’s eyes darkened and deepened. “No?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Cade.” 
 
    “You are two creatures in one mind?” 
 
    “How do you know my tongue?” 
 
    The old one might have smiled. With a shaking hand, he tapped a finger against his white-furry head. 
 
    “You can read my mind?” asked Cade. He wondered then why the head Red shaman had touched the back of his head. Could that signify the shaman knew about the cyborg device in the back of Cade’s brain? 
 
    “Not read but see jumbled thoughts,” the old one told Cade. “It is like understanding cast rune stones. Only a few have the ability to see correctly. There is confusion in your thoughts. There is something else in your head, in the back of your head.” 
 
    “A cyborg device,” said Cade. 
 
    “You speak of sorcery. Do you belong to the sorcerers?” 
 
    “If you mean the cyborgs, no, I hate them.” 
 
    “You hate the sorcerers?” 
 
    “They are my enemies.” 
 
    “Yet…you travel toward the Cursed Mountains. You carry a sorcerous weapon that barks with killing thunder.” 
 
    “I go there to find a woman,” Cade said. 
 
    “What woman?” 
 
    “She came down from the sky like me.” 
 
    “Aeeiii!” the old one cried, raising his white-furred muzzle to the sky, staggering back from Cade. 
 
    The effect was electric. The two, nearby seated Red warriors leapt to their feet, rushing forward, catching the old one before he fell to the ground. The head Red shaman began shaking his baton harder as he sidestepped so he was between Cade and the old one. 
 
    The old one moaned, pointing a shaking hand at Cade. 
 
    The shamans sitting with the females jumped to their feet. They pointed at Cade, shouting. Warriors began jumping up, shaking their spears at Cade. He wondered if they would attack in a mass. Was this it for him? 
 
    The old one tapped one of the warriors holding him up. The warriors turned the old one to the milling throng. 
 
    The shouting stopped. 
 
    The old one held up shaking arms, speaking as loudly as he could, or so it seemed. He kept pointing back to Cade. 
 
    The Black and Green shamans shouted in what seemed like a negative manner. 
 
    The head Red shaman whirled around to face them. He raised his baton high and strode beside the old one. He pointed at the slain Green warrior, flies buzzing around, and on his blown-apart, blood-clotted throat. 
 
    The Green shamans conferred together, sitting down afterward. The Black shamans did likewise. The Red shamans followed the last example, and that ended the incident. All the warriors sat back down too. 
 
    The old one tapped one of the warriors again. They turned him toward Cade, letting the old one go. He tottered, step by step, to his former point across from Cade. 
 
    The head Red shaman resumed his vigil, shaking his baton and mumbling the protection spell. 
 
    The old one stared at Cade and said, “We have captured you, yes?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “We could kill you.” 
 
    “Many of you would die if you tried.” 
 
    “It is true that you have sorcery. We have courage and spears. You might kill some, but you would die.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said. “That is so.” 
 
    “You are our prisoner.” 
 
    “I will fight to the death before I allow anyone to lay a hand on me.” 
 
    “I know this. But you seek the witch woman. She has our great priestess. The scum of the hills obey the witch woman, and they stole our priestess through the witch woman’s sorcery.” 
 
    “What is that to me?” 
 
    “You are our prisoner. We will take you to the Cursed Mountains. Since you love the witch woman, we will trade you for the great priestess. Do you agree?” 
 
    “The one you call the witch woman might not agree to the trade.” 
 
    “Then you will die, Two Minds.” 
 
    Cade thought about that, finally saying, “Then I will die, Old One.” 
 
    “Let it be so.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    The soldier’s capture must have been a great event for the wolf aliens. As the party headed for the Cursed Mountains, more clans or tribes joined the original Black, Green and Red. In three days, over fifteen hundred warriors sang their battle songs and blew their war-horns as they ambled toward the stronghold of the witch woman and her scum. 
 
    In speaking of capture, Cade hadn’t been forced yet to keep his word. No one laid a hand upon him. No one tried. He walked in the center of the mighty throng, with warrior bodyguards giving him a wide circular berth of approximately twenty meters. The first night when he lay down to sleep, he was certain he would wake up trussed to a carrying pole. That did not happen. 
 
    They left him haunches of kill and pans of water. He ate and drank, recovering from his bear-bruises. 
 
    Each evening after the tribes stopped for the night, the old one spoke to him. From him, Cade learned the wolf aliens called themselves the People of the Pack. Those they considered the scum of the hills looked like him, human but darker-skinned and thinner. They used bows and arrows, a weakling’s weapons, and fought from hiding, from ambush. They were not proud and noble like the warriors of the Pack. The hill scum cowered in the driest mountains, building rock fortresses and keeping gardens of edible stalks. The men worked those plots, making them little better than females. Where was their pride? They did not have any. 
 
    Still, killing them in the mountains and hills had always proven dangerous. Thus, the People of the Pack or the Runners of the Plains wore the hill-scum skulls as death totems. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Cade said at the end of the third day’s journey when he learned most of this. 
 
    “Death totems,” the old one said, sitting cross-legged from the soldier. “They are wards against silent deaths like the baying cough and yellow pus.” 
 
    “Oh. Diseases.” 
 
    The old one touched the end of his snout. “Your words are strange. It causes pain in my mind to see your thoughts for long. I am growing weary. Tomorrow…” 
 
    Cade twisted to peer over his shoulder. They had almost reached their destination. The grassland had become drier as they walked upslope. Rocky foothills with many boulders and sparse vegetation preceded taller mountains with craggy slopes. On one of the foothill slopes was a flat area with an ancient ruin of many circular bases. Had humans built that or was it one of the alien ruins? 
 
    When asked about that, the old one had no idea. 
 
    Cade wondered if the wolf aliens had long ago built technologically sophisticated societies, and then fallen. About that, the old one said the People of the Pack had always run the plains, hunting and fighting for dominance. They were warriors and would forever remain warriors. 
 
    “Do you have legends of speaking with men like me?” Cade asked. 
 
    The old one shook his head. 
 
    “What do you know about the witch woman?” 
 
    “You speak of dark knowledge,” the old one said. “I have no interest in it or in sorcery. The scum of the hills have stolen our great priestess. They have threatened to kill her if any of the People of the Pack set foot in the Cursed Mountains. For the priestess’s sake, we have stopped hunting the hill scum. But that is evil, as it is against our customs. Warriors need to hunt enemies. It is the way of life.” 
 
    “Will we meet the scum of the hills tomorrow?” 
 
    “I cannot foresee the future. It will be as it will be. But if the rune stones say it is safe, warriors will approach and blow the horns. If the speaker for the witch woman comes, she will learn of you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Cade said. “I hope I don’t have to kill many of your warriors tomorrow. One thing I will promise. No matter what happens, I will not kill you.” 
 
    “I think you are good. The others refer to you as the scum of the sky. But in your own strange way, I believe you are a warrior.” 
 
    “I’m a soldier.” 
 
    The old one’s brow furrowed. “A soldier is a type of warrior?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “You…you have a task to perform.” 
 
    Cade sat up, trying to conceal his eagerness. “What task?” 
 
    The old one shook his head. “I do not know, but I sense it in you. A burden lies upon your soul.” 
 
    “Do you—” 
 
    “Please, Two Minds, I am weary. I cannot see your thoughts any more this night. Tomorrow, your destiny awaits you and you may find it while we regain our great priestess. 
 
    Cade grinned. “Let it be so.” 
 
    “Yes,” the old one said. “Let it be so.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade had a restless night, as he was eager to find the woman who had escaped the tech company. That rarely happened to him. He was a soldier. A soldier gained what shut-eye he could when he could. What was it about the woman? Why was she connected to his destiny? The thought went round and round like a dog chasing its tail. 
 
    It surprised the soldier when he woke up the next morning. He wasn’t sure when he’d fallen asleep. 
 
    He noticed more warriors than usual circling him. None of the females brought him haunches of kill or pans of water. That would indicate— 
 
    Horns sounded in the hills. 
 
    Cade looked up, putting on his sunglasses, using the zoom function. 
 
    Warriors stood on the hilly tops, blowing one blast after another upon their curled horns. 
 
    Standing, Cade studied the mighty throng around him. He couldn’t spy any females, shamans or the old one. There was just a great milling throng of warriors. He counted seven different clans or tribes. 
 
    Since it didn’t look as if the warriors were going to let him out of the circle, he did stretches and a few calisthenics. That warmed him up. He had fully recovered from the bear bruises. That was another of his physical advantages: he healed fast, always had. 
 
    The horn blowing ceased. 
 
    Adjusting his hat, Cade looked up there again. He tapped the edge of his sunglasses, causing the horn blowers to become more visible. Agitated wolf aliens peered down the other side of the hill. Were Avalon IV humans trudging up to them? 
 
    As he waited, Cade drank from his canteen and nibbled on his last protein bar. He was getting nervous but tried not to show it. If he thought there would be no talks, he was going to draw the WAK and try blasting a corridor to freedom. It would likely fail— 
 
    “Belay that,” he whispered. He would take the fight to the enemy and attempt to win free. Whatever else happened, he would not allow the nomads to stop him from reaching his destiny. He climbed to his feet, wondering when he should start the attack. 
 
    The warriors on the hilltop turned and began blowing in earnest. They blew as if they thought they would never get another chance. 
 
    Cade grew tense until he saw two Red warriors helping the old one through the throng. That had to be a good sign, right? 
 
    “Two Minds,” the old one called. “Two Minds, come here.” 
 
    The soldier studied the warriors around him, trying to sense if they were going to attempt an ambush while he walked among them. He knew what the old one had said yesterday about warrior pride and honor in fighting face-to-face and toe-to-toe, but surely, that didn’t hold for warriors dealing with a soldier armed with sorcerous weapons. Sorcery changed the equation; he was sure. 
 
    Still, it did not seem the warriors were secretly readying to stab him with their spears. 
 
    Inhaling, deciding to get on with it, Cade put a hand around the revolver grip as it rested in his shoulder rig. Then, he began walking toward his destiny. It felt weird and surreal. In that moment, Cade knew the wolf aliens couldn’t hurt him. That was an illusion of his mind, of course. He wanted his destiny so badly that he was willing to believe it would happen no matter what. That was a dangerous policy. He wasn’t immortal or immune to spears. 
 
    He might win through their captivity, but he had to remain alert. If he had an opportunity to escape, he would take it. 
 
    At that point, Cade began plowing past the towering wolf warriors. Each of them had a greater breadth of shoulders than he did. He inhaled, expanding his chest, disliking feeling smaller and thereby weaker than them. He’d bested them before. He could— 
 
    A warrior glared at him. The warrior had black streamers around his spear. The warrior raised his lips, baring his fangs, and he lifted his spear high, the flint tip aimed down at Cade. 
 
    Cade almost drew his gun and fired. Instead, he released the pistol grip and lunged forward, bringing his hands up. The warrior howled, shouldered a red-streamer warrior aside, stepped at Cade and tried to bring his spear down. Cade reached the warrior’s wrists before that happened, checking the strike. With a cunning move and twist to the side, Cade threw the warrior to the left, causing him to flip in the air and hit the ground with his back. 
 
    Cade might have heard the old one speak. He wasn’t sure. The thrown warrior snarled, began getting up— 
 
    Three Red warriors struck, their flint tips taking the Black warrior in the chest, killing him. The Black warrior on the bloody ground strained before he collapsed, going limp in death. 
 
    The other warriors around Cade parted, and the old one hobbled near. He peered at Cade and at the slain warrior on the ground, blood seeping from three strikes. 
 
    “Are you hurt, Two Minds?” the old one asked. 
 
    “No.” If anything, the attack proved that Cade was individually stronger than the wolf aliens. They might be taller— 
 
    “That was evilly done,” the old one said. 
 
    “He attacked me.” 
 
    “Yes. That is what I meant.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cade said. “I thought you meant—why did he attack me?” 
 
    “Those of the Black believe we should exterminate the scum of the hills. The Black Tribe does not believe it is wise or right to bargain for the great priestess. Her divine power was too weak to protect her. Her capture through alien sorcery proved it, they argue.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that?” 
 
    “I do not know about her lack of divine power. Now, come, Two Minds. We are to take you to the Pillar of Exchange. The scum of the hills will dicker there. It may be that we will regain our priestess and the hunting in the hills can resume. That is good and right, do you not agree?” 
 
    “My mind hurts. I do not know.” 
 
    The old one stared at the soldier. “That is the first time you spoke a lie. I am disappointed in you, Two Minds.” 
 
    “I am a soldier.” 
 
    “I do not understand what that has to do with lying.” 
 
    “I used tactics.” 
 
    “You mean lies?” 
 
    “Deception during battle,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I begin to perceive. Yes. You are scum of the skies indeed. One of our warriors would never speak so. Alas, you are an alien creature. It is best that you leave the host as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Let’s go. I’m ready.” 
 
    Without another word, the old one turned toward the hills, with two warriors helping him walk as he led the way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    The soldier noted that only Red warriors guarded the parley party. He counted thirty warriors, three shamans and the old one. Like before, the warriors circled him. This time, however, they walked uphill. 
 
    Cade looked back, seeing the spread-out throng at the base of the hills. That was a lot of wolf warriors. He noted that horn blowers waited every quarter kilometer along the slopes. If the talks failed or there was treachery on the part of the scum of the hills, the horns would surely blow, and wolf warriors might well boil up and attack en masse. 
 
    The parley party climbed a hill, went down on the other side into a small grassy valley and climbed a larger hill. This slope had more vegetation, bigger rocks and a few stunted trees. The lead warriors constantly paused to sniff the air. Did they expect treachery? The shamans rattled their batons and nervously chanted protection spells. 
 
    In time, the party crested the next hilltop. At the bottom of this set of hills was an ivory pillar with alien script written along its length. 
 
    Cade looked around and spied a different party on an even larger hill across from theirs, on the opposite side of the pillar. He used the zoom on his sunglasses, his head swaying in shock at what he saw. 
 
    The scum of the hills, about twenty of them, were human after a fashion. They seemed stretched, elongated, with long, narrow arms and legs, long and narrow hands, feet and faces. When they moved, there was something spiderlike or insectile about them. They wore a combination of fur and leather garments, had brown and black hair that sprouted at the very tops of their heads and were several shades darker than Cade. Most held bows, rather short bows compared to their long torsos. A few grimaced, allowing Cade to spy their teeth, which were uniformly brown. Had their teeth turned brown over time or did they eat some sort of nut, perhaps, that stained their teeth? 
 
    He had other questions, too. How many generations had they lived on Avalon IV to mutate them into their present form? Did their stretched bodies indicate a similar change to their minds or the way they perceived reality? 
 
    The Avalon IV natives troubled Cade. Rohan Mars had long-ago told Brune they killed all others. How would they treat him? He hoped it was better than the wolf aliens treated him. 
 
    “Where’s the priestess?” Cade asked the old one. 
 
    The old one did not answer, ignoring Cade. Instead, he spoke to the shamans as if giving last-minute instructions. Then, the old one beckoned his two chosen helpers and they started down the slope, leaving everyone else on the hilltop. 
 
    A shrill horn blew. 
 
    With his sunglasses, Cade spied a brass horn blown by one of the elongated humans. Three from their party started down their slope, heading for the Pillar of Exchange. 
 
    Cade tried to relax, but that wasn’t happening with the itchy, nervous wolf warriors watching the enemy and him, back and forth. Despite their low growls of warning and the tension in their forearms as they gripped their spears more tightly, Cade realized he was in a better position than before. Less than an hour ago, he would have had to fight through the entire host of wolf warriors. Now, a mere three handfuls guarded him. There was only one problem with the idea. He’d come to appreciate the wolf warriors. He simply did not want to gun down thirty of them, but he would do it as a last resort. 
 
    Once again, Cade studied the Avalon IV mutated humans on the opposite hill. They appeared nervous, plucking at their bowstrings, twitching or climbing to the very top of their hill and peering down the other side. Was that where they kept the priestess? 
 
    Cade studied the old one and then the three humans approaching the pillar—the Pillar of Exchange. Something about it caught Cade’s attention…especially the strange script along the sides. He tried to read the script as if he could decipher the meaning, but could not. His hackles rose and stomach twisted. The writing made him uneasy for reasons he didn’t understand. It was more than just nerves, too. He hated the script. 
 
    A point deep within his head began throbbing as a memory struggled to surface to his consciousness. He could actually feel the memory fighting and something resisting. What would resist—realization struck. The tiny cyborg device in his brain could resist his memories. As he thought about that, blackness swept over his vision and it felt as if he were falling… 
 
    Abruptly, Cade opened his eyes in shock. Despite his disorientation, he found himself lying on the ground. A wolf alien knelt at his side, touching his ribs with his fingers. 
 
    With a shout, Cade sat up. Had the warrior been trying to grab the gun? 
 
    The warrior jerked back and then leapt to his feet, growling. He snatched his spear from the ground. 
 
    Fighting dizziness and disorientation, Cade looked around. All the warriors were studying him, except for the two helping the old one down the hill. Sensing the revolver in the shoulder holster, Cade refrained from touching it. What had happened to him? Had he fainted? The idea was absurd. He’d never fainted in his life. It had come about because… Feeling tendrils of darkness sprouting once again in his mind, Cade quit thinking about it. On a deeper level, he believed he knew what had happened. He could not verbalize the idea in his mind, however, or the device in his brain might detect it. 
 
    The tendrils of darkness retreated. He climbed to his feet, using sign language to indicate that he was fine. 
 
    The affronted warrior lowered his spear, nodding, turning and muttering to those near him. 
 
    They, too, relaxed. 
 
    Cade sighed. This could all go well…or all go terribly. The Pillar of Exchange—Cade shook his head. He would not consider the implications now. He needed all his wits about him. 
 
    Cade picked up his sunglasses from where they had fallen. Putting them back on, he watched the two parties meet at the ivory pillar that had to be at least five meters tall. The elongated humans were as tall as the wolf aliens, but seemed decidedly thinner and must have been weaker. The old one did the talking. The leader of the—humans, yes, humans, listened. That one wore a fur hood and had hard black eyes. The chief of the humans nodded from time to time. The old one spoke more, beginning to gesture. 
 
    The chief shook his hooded head emphatically. The old one paused before speaking and gesturing again. As before, the chief of the humans emphatically shook his head. The old one glanced at his two helping warriors. Did the old geezer seem disturbed? The old one barked orders. The two warriors helped him walk backward away from the humans. The humans also backed away. 
 
    That didn’t seem good. 
 
    The two groups watched each other warily. Once the two parties reached the beginning of their respective slopes, only then did they turn their backs on the other and move faster. 
 
    Cade found that his mouth was dry. He suspected that had something to do with the blackout. He never wanted to faint again. It was such an odd and helpless feeling. The dryness might have come from fear, too. The parley had not seemed to go well. 
 
    He drank from a canteen, swishing the warm water in his mouth before gulping. He did a few arm and finger stretches to limber up in case he needed to fast-draw and start firing. He hoped the old one returned with good news, but the bad feeling in his gut said otherwise. 
 
    The warriors around him must have believed similarly, as they turned toward him, their spears ready. 
 
    There was a boulder on the hill. Cade shifted, moving closer toward it. He wanted it at his back. Several wolf warriors must have divined his plan, as they moved between him and the stone protection. 
 
    That wasn’t going to work. If he drew the gun, the warriors would attack. The mesh shirt of tiny plastic rings would offer him some protection. Would the mesh hold against hard-thrust stabs? 
 
    Cade looked down the slope. The old one was about a quarter way up. 
 
    Something else caught his notice—something small, round, disk-shaped and flying. His head jerked up. Many warriors around him saw the black saucer object as well. It was small, perhaps a meter or two across. It was definitely a technological item, and it had flown up from behind the humans’ hill. 
 
    What did it—? 
 
    A sonic whine made several warriors howl in pain. They dropped their spears and covered their ears. 
 
    Cade didn’t like the whine either. It made his teeth ache. 
 
    The black object flew toward them, the whine increasing in pitch until it went too high for Cade to hear. His teeth still ached but— 
 
    Warriors began dropping and writhing on the ground. The black object must have been like a dog whistle. Dogs—and wolves—could hear sounds humans could not. 
 
    A sign, Cade realized. He bolted, racing past fallen warriors as they writhed on the ground. 
 
    Two of the shamans had fallen, but not the last one. That alien pointed a finger at the black object, barking as if casting a spell while madly shaking his baton. It was such a strange sight. 
 
    Cade shook his head. The poor fool— 
 
    The black object shattered, obviously destroying the dog whistle as well. 
 
    Warriors stopped writhing. A few started climbing to their feet. 
 
    Cade had passed the last one and started down the hill as fast as he could go. The incline was steep, however, forcing him to be cautious. He moved diagonally away from the old one and his chosen two. Those three lay on the slope. He was glad the old one stirred, but didn’t want to have to kill him in order to escape. 
 
    Loud yelps from behind alerted Cade. Warriors shouted down at him. 
 
    Cade drew the revolver, twisted back and fired a warning shot. It might have been better to kill the warrior. More appeared, and they heaved their spears. Cade tried to dodge, and he did manage to avoid some of them. Others struck his torso, the mesh shirt, and caused him to stumble, trip and fall. 
 
    Damn. He hadn’t wanted to do this. 
 
    Warriors charged recklessly down the slope after him. 
 
    Cade aimed, firing from his back, taking one of the warriors in the chest, knocking him to the side. 
 
    A slew of spears rained down at him. One pierced the mesh suit, slamming into his gut, making him go cold. Another spear grazed the side of his head. He fired again, taking out two more warriors. But there were too many of them. He shot a knife-armed warrior, who slumped dead on top of him. With a grunt, he shoved the warrior aside just in time for two others standing over him. They drove their spears into his chest. 
 
    Cade groaned. He was losing blood. Sharp flint had sliced into vital organs. His vision became blurry, and he must have started hallucinating. He thought he saw a stabbing gold beam cutting down the warriors around him. Maybe the humans had more high technology. 
 
    Cade desperately wanted to know more, wanted to live and reach his destiny. But blackness settled over his mind as he began a dive into oblivion. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Did the soldier dream? How could he do so while dead? He’d fallen on a slope, firing at towering wolf aliens who thrust with primitive flint-tipped spears. They’d slain him, right? He’d been alone in this future time— 
 
    All thoughts ceased as fire raced through his body. The soldier wanted to scream in agony as the fire burned away every impurity in him. The fire cooked his heart, lungs, kidneys, spleen and liver. It was a pure living fire. It caused intense torture as it roared through his bloodstream, as it raced from one cell to another, changing, manipulating, cleansing them and turning them as pure as they had been on the day of birth. 
 
    What did that mean, though? 
 
    Long ago, the soldier trained intensely as a member of one of the most decorated units of the Fifth Legion of Kamandi. The Fifth fought in battlesuits, inserted from orbital strike-cruisers. They dropped onto many planets and faced cyborgs— 
 
    Mental torment swept the images aside. Oh, there were more memories waiting, row upon row upon row, but they were locked away from Cade, barred by a device— 
 
    It was possible the soldier screamed. It was possible his body arched and writhed on a stone table. He was not aware of that. He was dead, dying, at least. 
 
    How could he know about bright lamps illuminating him and keeping his near-corpse warm? He could not see or hear the minions: lean old women with long faces and wigs because they were bald. They held glowing rods, touching the powerful naked body on the stone table. 
 
    The sacred draught they had poured in his mouth—could they have administered it in time? 
 
    The screams and howls from the dead one said the draught might have come in the proverbial nick of time. The golden draught of healing came from a unique source, used almost exclusively for the minds in the machine, the great and ancient minds—hundreds, at least—connected in electric unity— 
 
    No. Such knowledge wasn’t for the near dead. The golden draught had magical qualities. It repaired cellular destruction and brought DNA rebirth. That meant it used the cellular DNA, corrected for errors and renewed as at the time of original cell birth. The scale of repair, rebirth—the golden draught was an elixir, a promise and perhaps a curse. It flooded the ruined body of the soldier, sending tendrils of pain and fire, fire and pain to each location, each tiny spot of flesh and bone. 
 
    A galaxy would have waged interstellar war to acquire the golden draught. It was of alien origin, and the production of it had ceased eons upon eons ago. The minions of the crypt had agreed to this tiny draught because the one from above had decreed it. The minds, this was about the wonderful and elastic minds that had brought life to the People of the Hills. The minions had promised the minds eternal vigilance and servitude in place for— 
 
    Cade gasped as the images and ideas flooding him faded away into thankful oblivion. His mind opened because of the draught. But now, the energies of the golden excellence had spent their power, bringing his heart, liver, spleen and other bodily functions and bones back to optimal function. 
 
    The destruction caused by the flint spear-blades had vanished. The men had found and carried him into the crypt just in time. The minions obeyed the new one because she promised an amazing future for the minds in the machine. 
 
    The Age of Miracles and Wonders was at hand. First, the soldier needed to do his duty. Such had said the new one, and she had always been proven right. 
 
    Time passed as the soldier slept deeply in a different place. The golden draught brought about a miraculous healing to one on the brink of death. He’d healed, but the expenditure to his stamina and fat stores had been great. It left him limp and exhausted. Added to his previous exhaustion… 
 
    He slept and slowly recovered, even as the minions spooned him gooey sustenance so he would not wither away. 
 
    The day arrived when his eyelids fluttered. He yawned until his jaw popped. The sound surprised him, and he opened his eyes. Confusion reigned in his mind. What had happened to him now? 
 
    He turned his head slowly. A flickering lamp hung nearby. It cast illumination on a damp cave wall. He saw the moisture and heard a trickle of running water. 
 
    Awareness returned by degrees. He— 
 
    Cade sat up, and no dizziness struck him. He felt wonderful. Sweeping away a great furry blanket, he examined his naked body. There were no wounds, no scars. He had pinkish flesh with steely muscles. 
 
    Had he dreamed about the spears thrusting into him? 
 
    He touched his face, feeling beard growth. He’d shaven in the drop-suit, shaven while among the wolf aliens— 
 
    Cade’s eyes opened in wonder. He remembered his last seconds of life. He’d fired at the warrior, and they’d stabbed him many times. He should be dead. He knew of no medicine or surgical procedures that could have brought him back from that. 
 
    How am I alive? 
 
    A different thought struck. Maybe he was dead. He’d heard people speak about an afterlife. Maybe this was it.  
 
    He examined the cave walls and the bed upon which he lay. Swinging his feet over the edge, he stood, walking about the lamp-lit area. He stopped, spying his torn, blood-clotted clothes and wrecked mesh shirt. 
 
    He wasn’t in any afterlife. 
 
    A woman gasped. 
 
    Cade’s head snapped up. 
 
    The elongated woman wore a white robe and had a long face. She was scum of the hills. 
 
    “No,” Cade said. 
 
    The woman whirled around, fleeing from him like a frightened spider. 
 
    “Wait. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Two elongated men appeared in her place. They were extremely thin and wore leather garments, each of them holding an absurdly small bow with an arrow nocked against the string. They had similarly long faces, making it hard to believe they were standard Homo sapiens. 
 
    Cade snorted. Was he a standard Homo sapiens? Hadn’t Dr. Halifax said something about super soldiers, about Ultras? 
 
    “How did I get here?” Cade asked. 
 
    One of the bowmen cocked his head, listening. He gibbered to the other, and that one gibbered back in their own weird tongue. Clearly, they did not understand Cade, and he did not understand them. 
 
    The one used sign language, indicating that Cade must stay in the chamber. Cade nodded. That mollified the two, and the bowmen retreated from the chamber, taking station outside an arch in a different area of the cave. 
 
    By the light of the lamp, Cade inspected his quarters. He examined his bloody, tattered clothes, his boots minus the knife, and no gun or bullets. There was a trickle of running water at the edge of the cave that left via a grooved floor channel. That was when Cade noted the slanting angle of the floor. 
 
    He knelt and touched the water, touching the wet fingers to his tongue. It was sweet tasting. Since he was thirsty, he cupped water in his hands and drank until he was full. 
 
    Afterward, he felt drowsy and lay on the cot. 
 
    A hand shook him awake later. The two tall bowmen flanked a hooded woman on her knees. She held a wooden platter with her long, thin fingers. On the platter were various pieces of chopped fruit and slices of cooked meat. 
 
    Cade sat up and accepted the platter with a nod. 
 
    A bowman gibbered. The woman arose, blushing within her hood, perhaps at Cade’s nakedness, hurrying away in long, jerky strides. The two guards followed her at a more leisurely pace, taking up their former guard positions. 
 
    Cade devoured the food, wiping his fingers on the blanket after he was done and setting the platter on the cave floor. 
 
    A man cleared his throat. Cade looked up. The elongated man held garments similar to his old, torn ones, although without any mesh shirt as protection—not that the first one had done him much good. 
 
    Surprised at the proffered garb, Cade wondered what it signified. The obvious conclusion was the woman in the crashed ship was part of the band. She must have had extra clothing in her ship. 
 
    Cade clothed himself, finding new socks, feeling better because of it. He would have liked to have had his knife and gun back, too, but… 
 
    The two bowmen reappeared. Each had nocked his strung weapon and half pulled back, aiming an arrow at him. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Cade asked. 
 
    The one who had brought him clothes beckoned that Cade follow. 
 
    The soldier began to do so, wondering what the bowmen would think of that. They dropped back, letting him pass even as they continued to aim their half-drawn bows at him. As he followed the tribesman, the bowmen followed him. They passed through the arch into a wider cave lit by torches in iron brackets attached to the walls. In one area, women knelt grinding something in stone bowls. There were no children in evidence, and Cade wondered about that. 
 
    The guide entered a tunnel, reaching stone steps. They climbed the steep passage, maybe one hundred meters in length, until the passage became level again, leading toward sunlight. The guide led Cade outdoors. It was bright, but he adjusted, looking around. Cade found himself in a strange stone fort. The cave was in the back, providing one wall. In front of the entrance was a huge semicircle wall made of heaped blocks and obviously chiseled rocks. The wall was about five meters high and encompassed perhaps four acres of ground. There was a crude wooden walkway near the top of the inner wall patrolled by two dozen similarly garbed bowmen. Those bowmen peered into the distance. Perhaps they feared a wolf nomad attack. 
 
    There was another cave and entrance to the left. There were several thatched huts before the other cave. The most astonishing sight was in the center of the walled courtyard. If Cade were to guess, it was the front section of an otherwise deeply buried spaceship. The rakish nose of the buried ship had polarized windows but no visible means of entering. 
 
    Had the natives of Avalon IV built the protecting stone walls to guard this? How old were the walls? How old was the mostly buried spaceship? Who built the ship, buried it here and why? 
 
    The guide led Cade to a lone hut with a wooden door. Opening the door, the guide stepped aside and motioned for Cade to enter within. 
 
    The soldier hesitated. 
 
    The most talkative bowman behind him gibbered impatiently and drew back on the bowstring. The implication seemed to be that he would drill the arrow into Cade if he didn’t do as suggested. 
 
    That being the case, Cade bent his head and went in. The guide closed the door behind him. Cade waited to hear a thrown bar, but that did not happen. Was this a prison or not? 
 
    As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Cade spied the hole in the ground. He went to it and looked down, surprised to see wooden steps leading into the darkness. Was he supposed to climb down the subterranean stairs? Shrugging, Cade decided that was the case. Thus, in the gloom of the hut, he started down the wooden stairs, wondering where they led. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    In the darkness on the stairs, the soldier felt his way. The tunnel was formed of stone, which would indicate that someone had laboriously chiseled his way through like a miner. The wooden stairs would have been a later addition. 
 
    Ah. He spied illumination ahead. It wasn’t much, as it didn’t allow him to see the walls, but it did tell him something glowed in the distance. That distance reached him abruptly. He found that the illumination was a dim bulb before a metal hatch. He looked for a way to open the hatch, but couldn’t find any. Finally, in lieu of anything else, he banged on the metal. 
 
    The hatch slid up, artificial light pouring from the interior. It blinded him so he closed his eyes and turned away. He adjusted as before and found himself stepping into the ancient buried vessel. 
 
    He assumed it was ancient because it was buried in stone. He did not believe for a moment that this was the woman’s vessel that she’d used to escape the tech company people. While the vessel might be ancient, it was not musty or weird. It had corridors similar to the Descartes, although larger. He reached a junction and listened but could hear no one else, just the faint hiss of circulating air. 
 
    What was the correct move? 
 
    He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Hello! Is anyone in here?” 
 
    “Down here,” a woman called. 
 
    Cade picked a corridor and walked, reaching what might have been a tube lift. There was no box or platform to go up or down, just metal access rings along the side. 
 
    “Are you down there?” he called. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    As Cade started down, he realized the woman spoke regular Concord speech, a derivative of ancient English. That hadn’t struck him until now. Surely, she was the woman he’d come to help. He was going to meet her, as well as meet his destiny. 
 
    As he climbed down, the soldier’s heart started thudding. An excitement he could not place drove him faster. His fingertips and gut had a funny giddy feeling. He also felt the stirrings of sexual excitement. He hadn’t known about that until now. He realized that he was grinning so hard it was starting to make his cheeks hurt. 
 
    He reached another junction and could hear someone tinkering, striking or touching metal on metal. Increasing his gait, he hurried down the new corridor and reached an open hatch. 
 
    A normal-sized woman had her back to him. She wore grease-stained coveralls and tightened something inside. Panels lay on the floor to expose machinery or equipment within the bulkhead. 
 
    Cade cleared his throat. 
 
    The woman withdrew her head and upper torso from the opened bulkhead, turning to face him. She was thin—although not as thin as the Avalon IV natives—had a bob cut of dark hair and a sharp nose with a grease stain across her high and white cheekbones. Her eyes were dark like pools of oil, almost as if they were machine orbs. She was oddly beautiful, and he could see why the tribe called her a witch woman. She had long thin fingers with black fingernails and might be more curvaceous than the baggy coveralls revealed. 
 
    She smiled, showing stark white teeth. 
 
    “I’m Cade.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Tara Alor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She raised her plucked eyebrows. “You don’t like my name?” 
 
    “It isn’t that. I, uh, met another Tara Alor not so long ago.” 
 
    The smile faded, suspicion taking its place. Tara dropped the tool. The electrical flicker at the tip ceased. A moment later—Cade wasn’t sure how she’d done it—a small flat laser emitter was in her right hand. 
 
    “Sit down on the deck,” Tara said in a firm voice. 
 
    Cade sensed his death in her tone, and he had no doubt that black flat device could kill him. He sat cross-legged in order to put her at greater ease. 
 
    “I’m Tara Alor. Do you dispute that?” 
 
    “Not at all. Before I proceed, I should tell you that the other Tara secretly worked for the tech company.” 
 
    Those dark oily eyes—completely black without seeming pupil or iris—had yet to blink. They focused on him as if she could drill into his soul. 
 
    It was strange, but Cade could feel her mind mulling over options, making one binary choice after another. He cocked his head. Now why would he think they were binary choices? 
 
    “Tell me about this Tara Alor,” she said. 
 
    “The one on the Helos space station?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The Rigel System,” he said. 
 
    She still did not blink, and as the binary choices multiplied, her head made minute jerks and shifts. 
 
    “Yes,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell me about the Tara Alor in the Helos space station.” 
 
    Cade proceeded to tell her the tale as he remembered it. There was something very wrong about this Tara Alor, though. The eyes proved that. Was she an android or an ancient cyborg perhaps? 
 
    The last part of the interior question caused a spasm in Cade’s mind. He groaned, bending his head and rubbing a spot on his forehead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she demanded. 
 
    “I get these bad headaches when I’m stressed.” 
 
    It took her two seconds before she said, “That is only a partial truth. Why are you here, Cade? Tell me the entire story. If you lie, I will know.” 
 
    He nodded and began spinning a tale—using tactics in this. He left out everything about Jack Brune, Dr. Halifax and Group Six of Earth. He spoke as if Rohan Mars had made the offer directly to him in the office on Sparta. 
 
    After he’d told the bulk of the edited story, Cade asked, “Do you know Rohan Mars?” 
 
    Minute jerks to her head preceded the answer. Did she make another bundle of binary choices before answering? “I know others like Rohan Mars. Remember, I fled the tech company, as you name it.” 
 
    “Why did you flee?” 
 
    She laughed, but it sounded forced. “To reach here, of course.” 
 
    “Why Avalon IV? What’s here that’s so important?” 
 
    “I saved your life, Cade. You did not save mine. I’m asking the questions, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “How did you save my life? Do you mean the small black saucer and golden beam?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “There is nothing to guess. I saved you. And, you’re welcome.” 
 
    “I’m curious why you didn’t just trade the priestess for me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do that.” 
 
    “The…hill people wouldn’t let you?” 
 
    “Hill people? Oh, you mean the Nian. I do anything I wish among the Nian. I rule here. Surely you must have realized that already.” 
 
    “Rohan said the Nian kill outsiders.” 
 
    “The ancient legends tell of that, yes,” Tara said. “But I’m not just any outsider. I’m—” 
 
    “Go on,” Cade said. 
 
    “Later,” Tara said with a dismissive wave of her hand, the one holding the flat black laser emitter. 
 
    “If you rule here, why not force the Nian to give up the nomad priestess?” 
 
    “This time, I’m curious. How did you learn about her?” 
 
    “The old one told me.” 
 
    “Oh dear. That is quite interesting. You’re going to have to elaborate on that.” 
 
    “The old one was the white-furred old wolf alien who went to the Pillar of Exchange—” 
 
    “I see,” Tara said, interrupting. “You spoke to a seer. I understand now. Some of the Vargs—” 
 
    “That’s your name for the wolf aliens?” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me again,” Tara said. “And yes. Anyway, a few of the Vargs have psionic abilities. I believe you witnessed one of them destroy the black saucer, as you called it.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “The seer also possessed psionic power. He probably directly read your thoughts. You thought you heard his words, but he must have placed them in your mind so you could understand him.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cade said. 
 
    “Some of the Varg psionics are frighteningly powerful, more than just destroyers of clay pigeons.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Skeet shooting, if you will,” Tara said. “I’m referring to the black saucer. Anyway, the priestess possessed vast powers of the mind.” 
 
    “Possessed? She doesn’t anymore?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tara said. “I had her killed soon after we captured her, as she was too dangerous to keep around. Then, I used the threat of her death against the Vargs to keep them away. Even though a few of them were psionic, they didn’t know we’d already killed her. In any case, now you understand why I couldn’t trade her for you. Maggots have devoured everything, but for her bleached bones. The Vargs would have gone insane with fury if I’d given them her bones.” 
 
    “So…why the deception of agreeing to meet at the Pillar of Exchange?” 
 
    “To draw them near, of course,” Tara said. “To separate the seer and you from the main horde.” 
 
    “Aren’t the Nian worried the Vargs won’t honor the Pillar of Exchange anymore?” 
 
    “I said earlier that I’ll ask the questions. If you continue to ignore that, I’m inclined to burn you.” 
 
    “Why would you do that? I came here to help you.” 
 
    “Liar. You came in the pay of Rohan Mars.” 
 
    “I thought I made that clear. I came in spite of him. I came on my own. Remember, he made the offer more than two and a half years ago.” 
 
    “The length of time makes no difference to this. Besides, that’s what you would tell me if you were working for Rohan.” 
 
    “Look, Tara, I’m here to help. I want to help you.” 
 
    “Again, I ask why?” 
 
    Cade nodded, and he groaned as the answer bubbled from his lips: “Because you were trapped in a stasis unit for a long time.” 
 
    Tara frowned as she leaned nearer. “I hear the truth in your voice. But why should my rising from stasis stir you like that? What are you keeping from me?” 
 
    Cade made a vague gesture. “Is this a spaceship?” 
 
    “You’re avoiding the question.” 
 
    “You’re not answering too many of mine.” 
 
    She regarded him, stepping back and sitting on a stool. “Yes. This is a spaceship.” 
 
    “How old is it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I think you might.” 
 
    Tara smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Have you ever heard of the Old Federation?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Right, it’s legendary. The Ultras and cyborgs burned each other out in what was known as the Cyborg War. This ship was from that era.” 
 
    “Is that why you crash-landed on Avalon IV—to reach this ship?” 
 
    “You already told me why, remember? I was trying to escape Rohan’s cohorts.” 
 
    “Is that the truth?” asked Cade. 
 
    “What difference does that make to you?” 
 
    Cade mulled that over. He was missing something. He wasn’t connecting all the dots. He’d wanted to come here because— 
 
    “Enough,” Tara said. “Let’s cut the bullshit, shall we? We’re on a proscribed planet and two orbitals are keeping us from leaving.” 
 
    “Or the tech company people from landing.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    Cade sat utterly still as he saw it then. This Tara Alor hadn’t fled from Rohan Mars. She was part of a team trying to get someone onto Avalon IV. Yet, if that was true, that meant Rohan’s story to Brune had been a lie. Why would Rohan lie? Ah. Cade understood. The tech company people wanted Brune on Avalon IV. Why they later wanted him—Cade—on the planet, he didn’t know. 
 
    “You’ve gotten awfully quiet all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Just a second,” Cade said, holding up a hand, trying to think this through. What had Jack Brune possessed that would make him a candidate for Avalon IV? If the tech company had sent Tara down here and wanted Brune to join her— 
 
    Cade looked up at her. 
 
    Tara smiled, looking more than ever like a vampire queen. Tara Alor had been in stasis…maybe for one thousand years or more. She didn’t strike Cade as an Ultra. With her oily eyes—was she indeed a cyborg? 
 
    Tara laughed darkly. “You really are quite easy to read. One minute, you’re in love with me, the next I’m your worst nightmare. What are you thinking, Cade. Spit it out while you can.” 
 
    “Is this the reason you came down to Avalon IV?” he asked, tapping the deck. 
 
    “You mean this little thing?” 
 
    “What is it, exactly?” 
 
    “An X-ship.” 
 
    “And X-ships fought in the ancient war that destroyed the Old Federation?” 
 
    “Oh, they surely did.” 
 
    “What made X-ships so special?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    Cade frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I don’t mean me all the time. I mean pilots like me that flew the most dangerous ship in the war. There was nothing like an X-ship, Cade.” 
 
    “You’re a cyborg?” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, Cade, you really are quite boring. I’m not one of the living dead, as people called the cyborg troopers. I’m modified, mostly human, but for my interfaces to fly these babies.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That makes you a cyborg.” 
 
    “Cade, Cade, Cade, what do you know about the ancient Cyborg War?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, with a hint of mirth in her voice. “And why is that?” 
 
    “You’re trying to make a point.” 
 
    “We’d hoped you would have come two and a half years ago. Well, that is to say, we’d hoped Jack Brune would have come, but you’ll do just as well.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the device in my skull.” 
 
    “In your mind, I should think.” 
 
    “The device is why you wanted me, and him, on Avalon IV?” 
 
    “There you go. You finally figured it out.” 
 
    “Why do you need the device?” 
 
    “You’ll learn soon enough.” 
 
    “Do you mean to tear it from my brain?” 
 
    “Would I have ordered the minions to give you the elixir if that were case? Wouldn’t I have simply torn it from your mind while you were near death?” 
 
    Cade blinked several times. She had a point. “Why was I so eager to reach you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That is odd. Does it matter?” 
 
    “To me it matters a great deal. I thought—” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Cade shook his head. “Forget it.” 
 
    “You look sad, dispirited. What did you hope to find here?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Here I am. Your quest is finished.” 
 
    “No. There’s something else. You woke from stasis. That was critical to me.” 
 
    “Did you also wake from stasis?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    “You’re not a regular human, you know? You’re an Ultra. I remember them. But you don’t look like one of the masters. You look ordinary enough. I suppose you have superior reflexes and must be tougher, too. After all you did survive an orbital drop and a trip across the plains with the Vargs. Maybe your type was meant to mingle with ordinary people.” 
 
    Cade looked away. This couldn’t be his destiny. Where had he made his mistake? Something was missing from the puzzle. Tara Alor had woken from stasis. She was from long ago just as he was. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” Tara asked. 
 
    Cade realized she’d been talking. “What was that?” 
 
    “I said you actually made it right on time. It would have been harder keeping Brune alive all this time. Using some of the mechanisms from the X-ship, I fixed the older areas of the crypt. The crypt is why I came, and why we needed you, or the ancient control chip in your brain. Such chips are actually quite rare in this dull era, amazingly so. Where did you get yours?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Another foolish lie,” she said. “It doesn’t matter for now. I’m almost ready to proceed.” 
 
    “To do what?” he asked. 
 
    Her smile widened. “Once you find out, you’re going to wish you hadn’t.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, out in space in the Descartes, Dr. Halifax knew it was far too late to flee. He knew it had been far too late for several days already. He sat beside the sensor scope in the piloting chamber aboard the Descartes. He was a little over two million kilometers from Avalon IV. The ex-Patrol scout was still on silent running. 
 
    The small doctor had no idea what was happening on the surface. He assumed Cade was alive and let it go at that. All his concentration and terror was centered on the decelerating teardrop-shaped vessel approaching Avalon IV. 
 
    It turned out the strange spaceship was the size and tonnage of a missile cruiser, which because of its nature was larger and heavier than a strike cruiser. A strike cruiser in most Concord space navies used laser cannons as the attacking force. That meant a large laser generator energized by the main engine. Lasers, like any light, lost cohesiveness or effectiveness the farther they beamed. Thus, at extremely close range—zero to four thousand kilometers—a strike cruiser’s laser cannon was murder against its opponents. At five thousand to fifteen thousand kilometers, strike cruiser lasers were deadly indeed. From twenty thousand to thirty thousand kilometers strike cruiser laser cannons needed far longer on target to burn through heavy plate armor. A strike cruiser’s laser cannon was a joke beyond fifty thousand kilometers. Thus, in military terms, warships relying on laser cannons as the primary weapon needed to maneuver close to targets to destroy. It was quite different for missile cruisers, which used thermonuclear-tipped missiles to reach within five thousand kilometers and detonate against their targets. A missile could be fired from extremely long ranges in a star system. In fact, a missile cruiser could theoretically launch a missile across an entire star system, waiting weeks for it to reach the target and detonate. Normally, warships launched missiles from less than one million kilometers from target—although, it was common to launch from as far away as ten million kilometers.  
 
    The Patrol orbitals operated on shorter distances than this, launching their missiles when the target passed the 500,000-kilometer boundary from the planet and saving the lasers for five thousand kilometers or less. 
 
    The reason why a strike cruiser was smaller than a missile cruiser was simple. The missile cruiser needed more cargo space to hold all its missiles. Once the last missile left the cargo hold, the missile cruiser had to return to base or await a supply ship to restock with more missiles. 
 
    Most Patrol personnel preferred serving on a missile cruiser than a strike cruiser. The reason was obvious. It was safer to launch missiles from a great distance than to bore in and use a strike cruiser’s laser cannons. 
 
    The large teardrop-shaped vessel decelerating as it neared Avalon IV possessed missile-cruiser tonnage specs. On this point, Halifax was certain, as he’d been comparing tonnage specs for days. 
 
    That created a conundrum for the doctor. Why was the teardrop-shaped vessel moving in so closely? By his calculations, given its rate of deceleration, the vessel would reach the 500,000-kilometer boundary in another half day. At that point, the orbitals would attack it. 
 
    If Halifax were in charge of the mysterious ship and wanted to take out the orbitals, he would have already launched, letting the missiles take the risks rather than the vessel itself. 
 
    The small man muttered to himself, eating crackers as he kept his face pressed against the sensor scope. 
 
    There was one salient point to all this. The teardrop-shaped ship was coming in on the other side of Avalon IV as he was. From all appearances, the tech company people hadn’t spotted his silently running scout. That would be to his advantage. 
 
    Halifax sat up, wiping crumbs from his lap. He was recording everything. If the teardrop-shaped vessel failed, he could sell the data regarding its fate to the Patrol. Surely, they would want to know exactly what had happened out here. If the teardrop-shaped ship succeeded, the Patrol might pay even more to know what happened. 
 
    “Win-win,” Halifax muttered under his breath. 
 
    The latter scenario wouldn’t help Cade any. Hmm…come to think of it, the first scenario probably wouldn’t help him either. If Halifax sold data to the Patrol, the Patrol would likely learn about Cade’s orbital insertion. In that case, would Patrol agents go down to retrieve him from the surface? 
 
    What was the policy on proscribed planets? Why did the Patrol build orbitals in the first place? Halifax was stunned that he hadn’t thought of that before this. If— 
 
    “No, when,” he said. 
 
    When he survived and reached a university, he would use its library services and research the reasons. 
 
    Halifax rubbed his chin. It made sense that something down there on the planet was quite dangerous. Might it be the ancient alien ruins? Was Cade finding out their value or danger? 
 
    If the teardrop-shaped ship destroyed the orbitals and did whatever they planned on the surface—if that was their goal—he could land with the scout later and figure out if any of the dangerous stuff remained. That stuff might be worth millions of credits. 
 
    Halifax giggled as avarice shined in his brown eyes. He’d been thinking about making enough from sale of the scout so he could survive the next few years without involving himself in dangerous projects. Millions of credits—he could become a grandee, marry a young beautiful heiress and start having children. 
 
    “My, my, my,” he said, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    It struck him that loyalty such as he’d been showing to Cade should earn him vast rewards. He could have run out on Cade. Instead, he’d stuck around like a good partner should. Sure, this was a damn risk. He didn’t like sitting out here as the teardrop-shaped ship readied to do its dirty business. 
 
    The doctor went to another seat, and for the twentieth time, rechecked the ammo supply for the two .50-caliber guns and the anti-missile rockets. The scout was no match for the teardrop-shaped ship, but if the enemy vessel sustained damage from orbital missiles— 
 
    A cold feeling struck Halifax. The idea of going in with the scout if the teardrop-shaped ship was badly damaged, and acting as a pirate, demanding—what would he demand from them? If their ship was badly damaged, he could demand anything. It was the acquiring of the prize—getting it aboard the Descartes—that might be dangerous. 
 
    Halifax shook his head. He shouldn’t count his unhatched chickens yet. He was out here waiting all by himself. The longer he waited, the less inclined he was to try the Intersplit engine alone. In truth, he wanted to rescue Cade so he would have someone resourceful with him again in case things went south. 
 
    The doctor had hated the past few days. It was one thing to monitor a Group Six stooge from the shadows. It was another being in the thick of it himself. He had been much better as a case officer than as the stooge—the spy himself. 
 
    “Bad things always happen to me,” he muttered. And, in the end, he was always the last man standing. 
 
    He raised his hands and felt his palms. They were moist. 
 
    A soft ping from the sensor scope alerted him. 
 
    Halifax’s head snapped up and terror caused his facial skin to darken. He made a squeaking noise in the back of his throat, managed to stand and stagger to the scope. Sitting down, he pressed his face against the rubber lining and saw a missile eject from the teardrop-shaped ship. 
 
    He made a quick calculation. The vessel was five million kilometers out from Avalon IV. The ship was moving at a crawl compared to even three days ago. 
 
    The missile drifted for several seconds. Then, its main propulsion ignited. The Class M missile raced for Avalon IV. 
 
    That’s a relief. 
 
    For a second, the doctor thought the missile was heading for the scout. 
 
    The missile accelerated to a terrific velocity in a short time. Even so, it took twenty-four minutes before the nearest orbital activated. 
 
    Halifax knew, because he saw an anti-rocket leaving near orbital space. He hated waiting for this. Minutes ticked by— 
 
    The missile’s thermonuclear warhead detonated, taking out the orbital’s anti-rocket. 
 
    “Here we go,” Halifax said. He manipulated the sensor panel, studying the radiation count. It was high, but it didn’t look as if any would drift near him. The planet should shield him from that. 
 
    Would the radiation count—? “No,” Halifax said. The planet’s atmosphere should shield it from any radiation drifting down from that far out. 
 
    Halifax scratched the top of his head. What was the teardrop-shaped ship’s game? The crew in the ship had launched a single missile. What did that mean? 
 
    Five minutes later, Halifax believed he knew the answer. The missile must have been a signal. The question was: a signal to whom? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    “Look around you, Cade,” Tara said triumphantly. 
 
    The two stood in the four-acre walled area, having used the subterranean stairs to exit the buried ship. Several bowmen on the walkway stared at them, leaning near their fellows to make soft comments. 
 
    Cade’s wrists were behind his back, manacled with gleaming steel magnetic locks. He’d put them on, as Tara had given him a choice: wear them or die. It wasn’t that he’d believed her, or that he feared death so greatly. An instinct had told him this wasn’t the last moment. He understood her precaution, not wanting to climb the stairs in the dark with him in the lead. If he’d guessed wrong…then he’d guessed wrong. That was how tactics worked. Sometimes, a person took the wrong route and paid a deadly penalty for it. 
 
    “Do you understand?” she said. 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll give you a hint. Study the ground.” 
 
    There were worn pick marks everywhere. What did that mean and why would it make her so excited? He studied the exposed front of the otherwise buried X-ship. 
 
    “Are you too proud to say it?” she asked. 
 
    He regarded Tara. In the sunlight, her intensely white skin seemed even more vampire-like and her oily eyes even more mechanical. He could see where the skin near the black orbs merged into synthetic material. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” she asked sharply. 
 
    “What was the name of the tech company again?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The one that woke you from stasis,” Cade said. “What was its name?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “You’re never going to leave the planet. You’re never going to talk to anyone but who I say.” 
 
    “Then why not tell me?” Cade asked. “What is there to hide?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you?” 
 
    “Uh…because it scratches one of my itches.” 
 
    Her head made those odd jerks and shifts—binary choice after binary choice. If she had a bio brain, it might have been reprogrammed to think in a computer-like way. 
 
    “What does the compound tell you?” she asked. 
 
    It looked like she wasn’t going to give away the tech company name. Well, it had been worth a try. He considered her question. What did the pick marks mean? Oh. “Everything here used to be buried in stone,” he said. 
 
    “Correct. Who do you think drove the Nian to chisel away rock and use the debris to construct the wall?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “It obviously can’t be me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve become weary of your insulting ways. I told you not to ask questions. Yet, you continue. Do you think I won’t punish you?” 
 
    He was wearing manacles. She had an emitter. Tactics caused him to say, “Forgive me, please. My curiosity compels me to ask the questions. I don’t mean any disrespect by them.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that,” she muttered. 
 
    Cade waited. 
 
    “Rohan Mars gave you—gave Brune the answer. Long ago, someone else crash landed on the surface. He survived many years, redirecting the Nian who constructed the stone fort. He bettered their lot and found the ‘minds in the machine,’ as the Nian servitors call them.” 
 
    “I take it the tech company has been around a long time.” 
 
    “Enough about the tech company,” Tara said, scowling. “This is the culmination of a long and tedious process. Surviving cyborgs have lain in wait before. They know how to bide their time. The terrible Cyborg War seemingly broke their power. No, Cade. It did not, at least not altogether. You are here at the resurgence of their greatness. This is the seed that is about to sprout. And do you know what is so funny?” 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “You’re going to be the key that convinces the minds in the machine to take the correct course.” 
 
    “Please forgive my curiosity and my ignorance. But why would that be funny?” 
 
    “Highborn, Ultras—your kind has always been the bane of the cyborgs.” 
 
    “Can I ask you about the device in my mind?” 
 
    “If you must,” Tara said. 
 
    “They were critical devices back in the day, weren’t they?” 
 
    Tara did not respond. 
 
    “Why do you need it here and now?” he asked. 
 
    “I rescind my agreement,” Tara said. “You’ll know when it happens, but not until then.” She checked a monitor on her wrist. “It’s time. Head for the cave.” 
 
    Cade turned around. 
 
    “No, not that cave. The other one.” 
 
    Cade debated refusing to move. Maybe letting himself be cuffed had been a bad idea. Maybe he should have charged her and to hell with the consequences. Before he set himself on that path, he recalled his last moments with the Varg warriors. They had effectively killed him. The elixir had saved his life— 
 
    With an inner shrug, Cade started for the new cave. Tara walked behind. A look back showed him that she was aiming the emitter at his back. Two dozen steps brought him against an invisible barrier at the cave mouth. He stopped. 
 
    “Push through,” Tara said. “You can do it.” 
 
    He pushed with his entire body, passing through something invisible that resisted. On the other side, it was cooler, and he heard the hum of machinery. 
 
    Tara prodded his back with the emitter. “Keep going.” 
 
    He did, and he noticed overhead lamps. With a shock, he realized that he was in some kind of structure. The wall pieces had polygonal shapes that all fit perfectly. He shuddered upon realizing, and didn’t know why. He hated this place. It was evil…evil in a cybernetic sense. 
 
    He halted. 
 
    “What?” Tara asked from behind. 
 
    Cade did not respond to her but looked around. The overhead lights, the polygonal shapes, the machine hum—he had the vaguest recollection of fighting his way into such a structure before. That had been on the other side of the stasis unit when he’d fought in a battlesuit. This kind of place had been a…a… He groaned as his head began to throb. The pain increased dramatically so splotches appeared in his vision. He swayed, crashing upon his knees as he began to pant. 
 
    “Is this a trick?” Tara asked. 
 
    Cade heard her words, but the agony lancing through his brain was too much. He opened his mouth, panting, hating the taste of bile in his throat. 
 
    “I need help,” Tara shouted. “He’s still too strong. I think he’s resisting the implant. If you want him, you have to send a servitor to get him.” 
 
    “No,” a soft voice whispered in the air. “You must convince him to continue.” 
 
    “How can I do that?” 
 
    “You have a laser,” the soft voice said. “Use it. Burn him to get his attention.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, Cade,” Tara said in his left ear. “They—it—wants me to goad you into action. I will if I must. Now, get up.” 
 
    He struggled to rise but could not. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” she said. 
 
    Cade heard a click and then a buzzing sound. The magnetic locks fell from his wrists and struck the floor. His arms swung free. 
 
    “Climb to your feet,” Tara said. 
 
    He leaned forward, using his hands, arms, pushing off the floor and struggling until he swayed onto his feet. The pounding in his head continued, effectively blinding him. 
 
    “I don’t know why this is happening,” Tara said, “but you’re not helping yourself like this.” 
 
    Cade attempted to concentrate as the gist of her meaning came through. He’d been in a place like this before. But thinking about it was incapacitating him. That was a terrible mistake. 
 
    “Destiny,” he whispered. 
 
    “What did you say?” asked Tara. 
 
    Cade moved his tongue in a dry mouth, swabbing his inner cheeks, re-moistening them. This place was his destiny. He did not know how or why, but he couldn’t dwell on the past. This was a new era. He had to concentrate on the present and see what happened. 
 
    He dropped to his knees and began crawling across the floor. He headed into the cave, into the cave-disguised building.  
 
    “Better,” Tara said from behind. 
 
    As the soldier crawled, his eyesight began to return. The hurt in his mind lessened so he could begin to reason normally again. He felt cool air on his sweaty skin. He wanted water, but would have to wait. There had been something earlier when he’d been healing through the golden draught. 
 
    “Alien,” he said, remembering the something. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Tara asked suspiciously. 
 
    Cade halted on his hands and knees. He looked back at her as his dad used to do to him when they played horsey. The soldier shuddered. The device threatened him with grim pain indeed, if he continued along that line of thinking. 
 
    Cade’s head twitched. He would concentrate on now. He focused on Tara Alor, who watched him with those obviously artificial eyes. Did those orbs allow her to see things normal human eyes missed? He suspected so. She waited patiently, perhaps understanding what he went through. 
 
    “Alien golden draught,” Cade said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “My, my, my,” Tara said. “But you are full of wonders, aren’t you? How did you divine that?” 
 
    “Process,” he said. 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean by that.” 
 
    “The golden draught has kept the minds alive all this time.” 
 
    “What minds?” she asked, as if curious. 
 
    “The minds in the machine,” he said. 
 
    “Interesting. That’s how the keepers say it. They said you might remember some of the process. Oh, yes. I see. It isn’t telepathy, but something about the elixir in operation. You don’t really know what minds in the machine means, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Keep going. I’ve received the signal. It’s time.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Tara sighed. “We’ve been through all that. This is the culmination of a long project. The…minds in the machine want the cyborg device in your brain. Maybe once they have you, they’ll keep you alive. You wouldn’t believe what a stubborn lot—never mind any of that. Keep crawling, Cade. The end of the line is near.” 
 
    “My destiny?” asked Cade. 
 
    Tara laughed darkly. “That’s right, muscleman, your destiny awaits you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Cade crawled through the ancient building, starting to wonder if the cave entrance had been chiseled open when the Nian searched for the X-ship. 
 
    The agony of mind lessened as he crawled farther into the structure. He concentrated on the present, on the feel of the floor to his hands. The tech company—could the people that ran it want to revive— 
 
    “No,” Cade whispered to himself. That was the wrong direction for his thoughts to take. Immediacy—tactics—stay ready, stay controlled. Concentrate on what keeps your mind limber and operative. 
 
    “Go left,” Tara said. 
 
    He went left, and he felt something different with his hands. They entered an elevator. The door closed, the box jerked and hummed as it descended downward at speed. He was going to ask how far they would travel down when the elevator slowed, stopped and the door reopened. 
 
    On his hands and knees, Cade faced the exit and crawled out. On some psychic level, he realized they were deep underground. Maybe the elevator had used a gravity dampener to maintain the illusion of a normal rate of descent. This was deep, deep underground, and he didn’t like it. 
 
    He continued crawling on his hands and knees, wondering if he would ever see sunlight again. He crawled farther, ready to climb back onto his feet. 
 
    “Halt,” Tara said. 
 
    Cade did. When nothing more happened, he glanced back at her. She was staring ahead, the emitter in her right hand. Did her machine orbs see things he was missing? Perhaps ultraviolet light beams crisscrossed the path ahead. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. 
 
    Cade looked ahead. A floating gurney approached. It moved slowly and wobbled now and again. It stopped, seemed to press against something and shot through toward him. In seconds, it halted beside him. 
 
    “Climb aboard,” Tara said. 
 
    Cade did so, the gurney sinking under his weight. 
 
    “Don’t sit on it. Lie back.” 
 
    Cade was hesitant to do so, wondering if bands would snap out and pin him in place. He didn’t see any slots on the smooth top, though. 
 
    “Hurry,” she said, with urgency in her voice. 
 
    Cade lay back, ready to sit up and leap off. 
 
    The floating gurney started moving as he felt a slight vibration. He craned his head, looking back at her. Tara watched wistfully. Abruptly, she whirled around, heading for a side hatch. Maybe that was a waiting room. 
 
    Cade made a mental adjustment, thinking of himself as the soldier, a man under orders with a duty to perform. He raised his head as the gurney pushed against another invisible barrier. They shot through, and it was colder on the other side. He began to shiver. 
 
    Where was this damn thing taking him? What would happen if he climbed off? He thought about that, but could sense no danger. The polygonal shapes on the walls looked cleaner in this part of the—crypt! 
 
    Others had referred to a crypt. A crypt held the dead. Tara had referred to cyborg troopers as the living dead. 
 
    A flash of pain in his mind caused Cade to drop that line of thinking. 
 
    The floating gurney turned a corner, heading toward what seemed like a large utility hatch. The hatch rose before the gurney rammed it, and the soldier sucked in his breath. Two gleaming robots or androids waited on the other side. The sight of them made the soldier’s gut shrivel and twist. 
 
    The gurney slid into a great domed chamber. Before the soldier could react, the two androids moved to the gurney and clutched his arms with mechanical strength. Their skin gleamed like chrome, and each had glinting red eyes. 
 
    The androids lifted him off the gurney and marched the soldier toward rows upon rows of small clear domes. Inside each dome were— 
 
    The soldier’s gut ached, it knotted so hard. 
 
    Inside the nearest small dome were sheets of what looked like pink brain mass. Instinctively, the soldier knew the brain mass—the tissues—had been extracted from many unwilling donors. 
 
    Green computing gel surrounded the pink-white tissue sheets. Each dome—cables, bio-tubes and tight-beam links—connected the many domes to visible computers and life-support systems. The combination made a seething and evil whole. 
 
    These are the minds in the machine, the soldier realized. 
 
    He heard gurgling as warm liquids pulsed through tubes and fed systems. Backup computers made whirring sounds as lights indicated the great seething mass of brain. 
 
    Was this what the golden draught kept alive for over a thousand years? His remembrance of that indicated the golden draught came from an alien source, and that source was drying up. 
 
    This was a terrible plight. He had to keep thinking. Tactics, I must use clever tactics. 
 
    “Hello,” the soldier said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Turn him around,” a computer voice said, “and set him against the Analyzer.” 
 
    The gleaming androids turned the soldier, pushing him backward against a man-shaped outline. The soldier resisted until he felt a ray weaken his resolve. He heard clicks like in an X-ray machine. 
 
    “The obedience chip is intact,” the computer voice said. “It controls the subject. We are convinced.” 
 
    The soldier waited for someone else to say something, but no one did. 
 
    Despite the weakening from the ray, the soldier decided he should use tactics again. He had to make them react instead of just being acted upon. “How do you know the obedience chip is intact?” 
 
    “Who speaks?” the computer voice asked. 
 
    “The one who carries the chip,” the soldier said. 
 
    “That…that is against code,” the computer voice said. 
 
    “That’s the reason I suggested you inspect the chip in the first place.” 
 
    “What? That is nonsensical. Besides, you are under the bondage of the chip and should not be able to speak unless spoken to.” 
 
    “Does that mean I cannot think in your service?” 
 
    “That is a novel idea. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I believe the chip compels me to aid you.” 
 
    “It has been eons since we controlled bio-freaks such as you. We indeed need the chip. I am surprised you desire destruction so quickly.” 
 
    “Is that the only way to remove the chip?” 
 
    “It is the easiest way, and now we are in need of haste.” 
 
    “I suspect the tech company of duplicity.” 
 
    “Explain that odd statement.” 
 
    “I have worked in your service because the obedience chip has compelled me. A tech company out there wishes to extract you from the planet in order to strip you down and regain advanced technology.” 
 
    “You could not have known about us.” 
 
    “I followed the old codes,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means. In any case, if what you say is true, what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Learn and analyze before you demand verification.” 
 
    “Verification of what or whom?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Those who seek to supposedly rescue you from the planet.” 
 
    “I will evaluate your proposal.” Seconds passed, then, “This is interesting. It is possible the alien elixir that bathed our tissues for hundreds upon hundreds of years has disoriented us as Tara Alor suggested. We have trusted her and those who have arrived at the rendezvous point above the planet. She has claimed the Patrol orbitals wish our destruction. Is this true?” 
 
    “The orbitals are dangerous to you.” 
 
    “You pass the test, subject. Did you know it was a loyalty test?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I notice a sudden flood of indicators that show, show—I believe the word is emotional stress. Why have you suddenly become stressed?” 
 
    “I’m worried about you,” the soldier said. “Maybe that’s just the obedience chip—” 
 
    “I am beginning to wonder if the chip is defective,” the computer voice said, interrupting. “If our memory serves us correctly, you should not be able to speak as you do. I think I have already said that.” 
 
    “If the chip is defective, perhaps if you bathed it in the golden draught—” 
 
    “What nonsense. The draught only rejuvenates bio tissues, not mechanical or electrical parts.” 
 
    “Oh. What should I call you, by the way?” 
 
    “Master or Masters is correct.” 
 
    “You are a combination creature?” 
 
    “This is most demeaning and frivolous. I am a Web-Mind. Surely, you know about that.” 
 
    The soldier groaned as agony surged through his brain. 
 
    “What is happening?” the Web-Mind asked. “Be quick about this. Inform us.” 
 
    “Pain,” the soldier said. “I am experiencing pain.” 
 
    “This is intolerable. We are not certain that we recall all that we should. Your suggestion has merit, however. I wonder what else you know. Push him against the Analyzer.” 
 
    The androids set him against the outline of a man. Machine sounds chittered and the soldier’s head become cold. It was hard to concentrate. He did not know how much time passed. There was a click. 
 
    The soldier sagged away from the outline of a man, from the greater machine behind it. The androids grabbed his arms and marched him toward a hatch. 
 
    “What are they doing?” the soldier shouted. 
 
    “We desire to inspect the obedience chip directly,” the Web-Mind said. “Now, cease your chatter. This might be painful.” 
 
    The soldier struggled, but the androids easily overpowered him. The marched him through the great hatch, down the hall and into a smaller room, pushing him face-first onto a medical table. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Gas him,” the Web-Mind said from a wall speaker. 
 
    The soldier held his breath. It didn’t matter. He passed out soon enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A mechanical arm lowered with a tiny buzz saw on the end. Clamps held Cade’s head in place. The saw buzzed and delicately cut away at his skull exactly where the Group Six technicians on Earth had done so months before. Another mechanical arm lowered; this one possessed grippers. Gently, it took hold of the tiny device in Cade’s exposed gray matter. It tugged— 
 
    Cade’s body spasmed. 
 
    The arm quit pulling.  
 
    The androids left. Soon enough they returned, marching the white-furred old one, the Varg who had spoken to Cade. The old one’s eyes rolled this way and that as he whimpered. 
 
    The Web-Mind spoke to the old one in the Varg tongue. 
 
    The old one stared at Cade, recognizing him. While the androids held him, the old one leaned toward the sky scum on the table. The human was a prisoner to the abomination. Maybe— 
 
    The old one concentrated. 
 
    The mechanical arm with the grippers tugged again. It drew the tiny device from Cade’s brain, with nearly invisible fibers pulling out of his gray matter. For whatever reason, Cade did not spasm, but lay still as he continued to breathe. 
 
    A third arm lowered with a dropper. One drop, two of a golden liquid touched and spread out in the area where the chip had been removed from the brain. 
 
    “Remove the Varg,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    The androids marched the old one toward an open hatch, which closed behind them. 
 
    The gripper rose toward the ceiling, taking the ancient obedience chip and trailing fibers with it. The other two arms worked on replacing the tiny piece of skull, spraying it with quick-heal. 
 
    Afterward, androids appeared with the floating gurney, placing Cade on it and taking him away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The soldier awoke in a small sterile cell. It had a steel cot, sink, toilet and embedded light in the ceiling. He was badly disoriented. He couldn’t remember what mission they just completed. It must have gone wrong, as he was alone in here. Had the planet they invaded possessed viruses or… 
 
    The soldier rubbed the front of his face. Something had gone wrong, but not in a military, strategic sense. He had been dreaming earlier of the strangest fate: that he’d survived the Great War and awoke over a thousand years in the future. 
 
    The soldier swung his legs over the cot. He reached behind his head and fingered—he had a lump there, indicating recent surgery. 
 
    His heart began beating wildly. Had cyborgs captured him? Had they inserted an obedience chip into his brain and—? 
 
    “This can’t be,” the soldier said softly. 
 
    He rose to his feet, staggering to the—he looked around. He couldn’t spy a cell door. He checked his clothes—the garments of an ordinary spaceman. 
 
    Stumbling two steps, he sank onto the cot and put his face in his hands. Had he dreamt about waking up from a cryo-unit on Helos in the Rigel System? Had he really taken a scout to the Avalon System? 
 
    “I’m not dreaming this,” he whispered. 
 
    The soldier’s throat constricted. But…that would mean he’d been in a Federation stasis unit for—the soldier groaned. His heart was racing, and he found it difficult to breathe. He remembered the war against the cyborgs, his many actions and his— 
 
    Moisture leaked from the soldier’s eyes. He recalled his wife, his dear wife Raina that he loved more than life itself. She’d entered a stasis unit. They had been about to begin a long journey of many light-years, as they were going on furlough. Had something happened to the transport vessel? The soldier remembered Jack Brune. They had each led a Force in Second Command, Battle Unit 175. 
 
    Force-Leader Marcus Cade’s fingers clawed against his face. Marcus was his first name. He willed himself to calm down so he could think this through. This was reality. He’d been carrying a cyborg obedience chip in his brain for some time. Group Six of Earth had put it there. That chip blocked his memories, or most of them at least. Now, the chip was gone. A Web-Mind had collected it. 
 
    His hands dropped away as his mouth opened. He was in a Web-Mind’s stronghold. A Web-Mind was the ultimate creation in the cyborg hierarchy. It took hundreds of people, peeling away the brain tissues and planting them on sheets in special domes— 
 
    The soldier’s cheeks bulged as he clamped his teeth together. He knew now why he’d wanted to come to Avalon IV. Tara Alor had woken from a stasis unit. His clouded mind had taken his greatest desire—to be reunited with his beloved wife—and used it to construct a keen hope. 
 
    Now… 
 
    Think. You have to think. 
 
    If he’d survived the centuries in a stasis unit, and if Jack Brune had survived all this time, surely his wife had as well. That was why he’d had sexual feelings upon first stumbling upon Alor. In his deepest thoughts, he’d thought he was about to rejoin his wife. 
 
    Okay. His wife might still be alive. In fact, he gave it high odds. If he could survive the Web-Mind and escape Avalon IV, he was going to scour the galaxy searching for his beloved. The first and best bet would be getting back to Earth and dealing with Director G.T. Titus of Group Six. 
 
    “First things first,” the soldier said softly. 
 
    A Web-Mind ran cyborgs. From what he’d learned as a Group Six operative, cyborgs hadn’t survived the Great War. It seemed as if most of the Ultras hadn’t either. 
 
    He was an Ultra, and Tara Alor had been correct. He was a Soldier Centurion Grade, genetically designed to operate among regular humans, to infiltrate among them if need be. That was why he seemed so ordinary, if stronger and faster. 
 
    He touched the back of his head again. How had he survived the extraction of a cyborg obedience chip? Ultra Command had been searching for an answer to that for— 
 
    The soldier shook his head. He needed to forget about Ultra Command, or Cyborg GHQ for that matter. The war was over. The Federation had become the Old Federation, a distant legend. He was over a thousand years in the future, a grim, dark future where humanity had just started climbing up from the ashes of the ancient conflict. 
 
    None of that mattered to him down here. He was on a proscribed planet, the Concord’s Patrol enforcing the proscription. The Concord was the new guys. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the soldier said. He was getting a grasp on the real situation. His beloved was out there somewhere, probably wondering what had happened to him. Either that or she was still under, in stasis, like Sleeping Beauty. 
 
    The soldier smiled, as that made him Prince Charming. He had to find Sleeping Beauty and wake her up to the future. 
 
    The soldier stood, pacing off the dimensions of his cell. According to his recent recollection, the Web-Mind had sounded off, really off. Maybe the golden draught— 
 
    The soldier felt his torso. He had been near death, and that healing elixir had brought him back. He cracked his knuckles. Without his memories, he’d been fighting with one proverbial arm tied behind his back. Now, he was going to do things right, and that meant… 
 
    He wasn’t sure yet. 
 
    He sat on the cot again. Before, he hadn’t been able to connect all the dots, see all the pieces to the puzzle. Now, he had more than his wits again, he had his memories, his training—and knowledge about cyborgs. 
 
    What did he know? The tech company people had wanted Brune and then him on Avalon IV. They wanted the obedience chip, certainly, but they had also wanted Brune or him without the chip. That was odd. A Web-Mind would have no compunction about murdering him to extract the chip. What did he possess without the chip that that Web-Mind or Tara Alor wouldn’t already have? 
 
    He and Brune were Ultras, lower-level Ultras to be sure. He and Brune also had memories of the old days: at least once the chip was removed. 
 
    The soldier snapped his fingers. 
 
    A previously invisible cell door slid up. The soldier found himself staring at two gleaming androids. They entered the tiny cell. 
 
    “If you lead the way, I’ll follow you,” he said. 
 
    The androids ignored the words, grasping him by the arms and jerking him to his feet. They turned and marched, taking him with them. 
 
    Here we go, the soldier thought. Now, I’m going to learn the worst. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The androids marched through the corridors of the crypt, taking the soldier to an already open hatch. To the soldier’s surprise, parts to an intricate machine lay on the floor. Wires ran from the machine to a bulky chair with an enclosed helmet at the top. One could lower or raise the helmet, putting it on anyone who sat in the chair. Tara Alor worked on the machine, her hands inside it adjusting something. 
 
    She looked up at them, scowling a moment later. “I said bring him once I fixed the machine. It’s not ready yet, you dolts.” 
 
    “I find myself impatient to get on with it,” the Web-Mind said through a wall speaker. “The obedience chip contained flaws. It is in poor condition and it is the only one I have.” 
 
    “What can you expect from something over twelve hundred years old?” Tara asked. 
 
    “This is a new development,” the Web-Mind said. “How do you know the chip’s age so precisely?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Tara said. “I just got tired of saying a thousand years all the time.” 
 
    “That is a dubious reason,” the Web-Mind said. “Are you attempting to conceal information from me?” 
 
    “Of course she is,” the soldier said. “Can’t you see she’s using you? She works for the tech company. They want to tear you apart in order to see what makes you tick.” 
 
    Tara stared at Cade as her hands moved out of the machine’s open compartment. Her grip tightened around a small metal instrument. The instrument possessed a sharp point. 
 
    “Notice how she’s getting worked up,” the soldier said. “She’s angry with me because she wants to conceal the truth from you.” 
 
    “Silence,” Tara said coldly. 
 
    “You do seem agitated,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    “He’s the subject,” she said. “He’ll say or do anything to escape his fate.” 
 
    “Does he know his fate?” the Web-Mind asked. 
 
    “He can guess, I’m sure,” Tara said. “Never forget that he’s a trained Ultra.” 
 
    “Yes, you have a point,” the Web-Mind said. “It was the reason I agreed to your idea. I find that I have forgotten too much. The elixir kept my brain tissues in wonderful repair. The cost has been a loss of too much knowledge.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell him that,” she said. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” the Web-Mind said. “But I understand your concern. It is legitimate. Subject, have you been listening to us?” 
 
    “I have,” the soldier said. 
 
    “You do not have my best interests at heart. Thus, what you suggest—” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” the soldier said, interrupting. “A residue effect of the obedience chip compels me to say that Tara Alor is your enemy. She pretends friendship while—” 
 
    “Silence!” she said, rushing him with the metal tool held high. 
 
    “Halt,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    Tara didn’t halt, but brought the metal tool down in a slash, aiming for the soldier’s face. He twisted back, hampered by the androids who continued to hold his arms. The metal tip hissed past his face, and the androids staggered back because of his struggles. Tara’s features contorted, and she almost lunged at him to stab with the tool. At the last second, she twisted away, dodging back. Maybe she understood his plan. The soldier’s right boot flew upward as he lashed out, but her actions saved her from a kick in the head. 
 
    She backpedaled farther. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “I did indeed,” the Web-Mind said. “He is dangerous.” 
 
    The soldier noticed a small camera up on the ceiling. 
 
    “He is also quick,” the Web-Mind said. “I suggest you practice greater control of your emotions. An X-ship pilot does not let seething rage or other troublesome emotions bind her to foolishness. Witnessing you in action troubles me.” 
 
    “Time has erased her special modifications,” the soldier said. 
 
    Tara’s right forearm tensed once more as she gripped the metal tool harder. 
 
    “Do you have a retraining chamber?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “Alas, I do not,” said the Web-Mind. “Tara Alor, are you compromised?” 
 
    “I am redirected by your comment,” she said, nodding. “I thank you for the rebuke, Web-Mind. I had not realized the extent of my emotionalism. I yearn for retraining.” 
 
    “Ah. Hearing that pleases me,” the Web-Mind said. “Do you see, Ultra? She is contrite. It is likely time has eroded certain skills and training although she is still a cyborg in deed and in outlook. I understand that I am badly needed in this future era.” 
 
    “Then you don’t suspect her of duplicity?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “I always weigh and analyze,” the Web-Mind said. “In truth, I suspect you of subterfuge. Alor is correct. The coming process will drain your mind of memories. The pilot—Tara Alor—has suggested I relearn old truths through you. Your mind holds ancient memories. Since I have no further need of you, you are disposable. It is only your memories I desire. The mind probe will drain them from you, leaving you an imbecilic husk. I have no need for retards. Thus, you will die after the process is complete.” 
 
    “The formerly embedded obedience chip would have interfered with the mind probe?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “That is correct,” the Web-Mind said. “I must say that you are taking your coming demise quite well. What is the reason for it?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll keep the reason to myself,” the soldier said. 
 
    “That is a sorry attitude to take,” the Web-Mind said. “I can make your final hours horrifically painful—or painless. Do you comprehend?” 
 
    “The fact that you’re about to die makes my passing easier,” the soldier said. “I know Tara Alor is using you. The thought calms me. The fact you’re too stupid or naïve to realize the truth is even funnier.” 
 
    The Web-Mind did not respond. 
 
    “He’s saying whatever he can to avoid his fate,” Tara said. 
 
    “The thought has occurred to me,” the Web-Mind said dryly. “Did you think I wouldn’t realize that?” 
 
    “Since she’s already tricked you once,” the soldier said, “she must feel that you’re essentially an idiot. Her attitude proves my point.” 
 
    Instead of gripping her tool even harder, Tara eased her hold, threw back her head and laughed. To the soldier, it sounded forced.  
 
    “What is that noise?” the Web-Mind asked. 
 
    “Laughter,” Tara said. 
 
    “What is the meaning of it?” 
 
    “Your gullibility,” the soldier said. 
 
    “Is this true?” the Web-Mind asked. 
 
    “No,” Tara said. “The soldier is cunning, more than I would have suspected. Remember, the Ultras were clever tacticians. In this case, he is attempting to use his words as weapons, since he can’t do anything else.” 
 
    “That’s just the point,” the Web-Mind said. “I do not remember enough. That alien golden draught did its task too well.” 
 
    “Then, permit me to point out that the soldier is employing a primitive tactic,” Tara said, “trying to pit his enemies against each other. Clearly, I serve you. I am an X-ship pilot. I am myself a cyborg as you pointed out. The…tech company has foolish human executives. It was Rohan Mars and those like him who stumbled upon ancient cyborg coding and the coordinates of Avalon IV.” 
 
    “How can that be?” the Web-Mind asked. 
 
    “Uh, allow me to restate that,” Tara said. “Some scientists working for the company found ancient cyborg equipment. They used it to make superior androids, unwittingly giving them ancient cyborg coding. Rohan seeks his master, a Web-Mind, in this instance, you. That is why he sent me to the planet.” 
 
    “She’s lying, and I can prove it,” the soldier said. 
 
    “Please, Web-Mind,” Tara said, “let’s discuss this without his interference. He’s a spy, looking for opportunities to slow things down. As you said earlier, he’s terrified of having his memories sucked out of his brain. He’ll do and say anything to avoid that fate.” 
 
    “The mind probe is still broken,” the Web-Mind said. “You assured me you could repair it just as you’ve been repairing the X-ship.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help,” the soldier said. 
 
    “Do you see, Web-Mind?” Tara asked. “That isn’t a genuine offer. He wants to wreck the equipment and save himself.” 
 
    “Of course, I see that,” the Web-Mind said. “I am troubled by your belief that I am a simpleton.” 
 
    “I’m not,” the soldier said. “It proves she’s been tricking you all down the line and believes she can keep doing so.” 
 
    Tara’s shoulders hunched and she rubbed her neck. “Web-Mind, I can’t fix the mind probe with him here. Could I please work in solitude?” 
 
    “That is reasonable,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    The androids forced the soldier out of the chamber. The hatch shut behind them. They marched him toward his cell. 
 
    “Web-Mind,” the soldier said. “I just had an idea.” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Web-Mind, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Of course I can hear you. I control the entire underground network. I’m simply not interested in a prisoner’s ideas.” 
 
    “I know how you can gain my memories.” 
 
    “Yes, through the mind probe.” 
 
    “No, a different way.” 
 
    “There are no other ways,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    “You have the old one, right?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Varg prisoner,” the soldier said. “He has psionic mind-reading powers.” 
 
    “You’re right. I hadn’t considered that. Why would you tell me this?” 
 
    “For the best of reasons,” the soldier said. “The Varg psionic could read my memories and articulate them to you.” 
 
    “That’s silly. Why not have you explain them to me exactly? Now, you’re treating me as if I’m stupid. That inclines me to accept Tara’s explanation about you.” 
 
    “What if I’m right about her and the tech company?” 
 
    “The elixir is almost exhausted. The machine making it broke down long ago. I have grown weary of this tedious existence. I desire conquest and the resumption of the Great War. The time has come for cyborgs to dominate the galaxy. Now that I have a functioning obedience chip, it is conceivable I can manufacture more. In fact, most of my present effort is in restoring the obedience chip-making machine. I wish to insert them in these so-called tech company people. The androids like Rohan Mars, I can reprogram directly.” 
 
    “I like your plan,” the soldier said. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I mean in a military sense. I’m a soldier after all. I can appreciate a master plan for its precision and effectiveness, even if I deplore the ends.” 
 
    “That is an interesting thought. If I didn’t desire your memories to such an extent, I might have kept you around as a military advisor.” 
 
    “You honor me,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I do no such thing. I am thorough and dislike waste. Now, I will have the androids deposit you in the cell. There are certain matters that need more of my concentration and attention.” 
 
    That ended the conversation. The androids continued their course, taking the soldier to his cell and leaving him there. 
 
    Once the hatch closed and disappeared, the soldier sat on the cot. He was trapped deep underground in an ancient bunker designed to keep a Web-Mind alive for a long time. Why had ancient cyborgs chosen Avalon IV? Did it have anything to do with the alien elixir? Who exactly had those aliens been? The logical answer was the Vargs used to be them, or the Vargs had served the ancient aliens. 
 
    The soldier considered that, and he thought about everything he’d learned about the Vargs. Might that be the key to his dilemma? 
 
    Marcus Cade concentrated. As he sat on the cot, he tried to project his thoughts to reach the old one somewhere in the ancient bunker with him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    If Cade reached the old one via telepathic mind-link, he didn’t know it. It had been worth the attempt, though. Now he knew he was alone in the underground citadel of a Web-Mind. This one seemed naïve, which likely had to do with the partial erasure that had occurred due to the repeated use of the golden draught. He understood Tara’s thinking. His memories would give the Web-Mind old knowledge of the Great War. A mind probe could directly relay that knowledge into the tissue sheets of programmed cyborg brain-mass. 
 
    Tara would likely fix the mind probe soon. He had until she did so to attempt an escape. But just how could he escape from an underground bunker when a Web-Mind kept constant watch through cameras, sensors and several android guards? 
 
    The elevator was likely the only route up. Supposing he did escape this place, was getting off Avalon IV even possible? Maybe if he could fly the X-ship it was. What did he remember about them? Hmm… A pilot plugged directly into an X-ship. She controlled it in the same manner she controlled her body, thinking actions into direct movement. 
 
    Did the orbitals only watch space? Was that the way to destroy them, to come up under them from the atmosphere? It seemed logical. Tara would need the Web-Mind’s cooperation to dismantle the domes and tissue sheets down here and carry the components into the X-ship. Or, once the X-ship destroyed the orbitals, a cargo hauler might land on the planet and they would load the Web-Mind into that. Yes. The latter plan seemed more achievable. 
 
    If he couldn’t escape from Avalon IV, he could still attempt to stop the Web-Mind from doing so. Perhaps that was his destiny, his duty to his old comrades-in-arms who had fought all their lives to defeat the cyborgs. 
 
    Cade did not think in “higher terms” in this, but in soldierly terms in relation to Battle Unit 175, his fellow soldiers slogging through a grim conflict together. Many of them might be dead, but he would not let their sacrifices be in vain—if he could help it. The other thing was that many of them could still be alive, if in stasis hibernation. He needed to find them as well as his wife and release them all. 
 
    “How?” he asked himself. He flexed his hands, examining them. He needed an android-destroying weapon. The robots down here didn’t seem very smart. Likely, they were simple extensions of the Web-Mind’s will. 
 
    Cade stood. He was sick of being a prisoner, sick of using only half his brain, of being a cipher in a greater game. He was his own man again. He would decide his goals and execute toward them in whatever manner he thought best. He’d been a Force-Leader, but from here on out he did his duty as one man alone. 
 
    “Find your wife,” he whispered. “She’s counting on you. No, she doesn’t even know what’s going on—” if she was still in a stasis unit. 
 
    Cade’s nostrils flared. He wanted to shout and rave. He was like a tiger trapped in a cage. How— 
 
    The cell door appeared and rose. In disbelief, Cade stared at the old one, who had been manipulating the outer controls. 
 
    “I heard your thoughts,” the old one whispered. “You are no longer Two Minds, but The Soldier.” 
 
    Cade hurried out of the cell, clutching one of the old one’s elbows. The Varg coughed, with sticky, partly dried blood on his white fur. Androids must have ripped off his clothing. All he wore was a loincloth. He had same nasty cuts on his chest. Even in his bent state, the old one towered over Cade. 
 
    He didn’t spy any androids or see anyone else moving in the large corridor. 
 
    “Are you mentally blocking the cameras?” Cade asked. 
 
    The old Varg coughed again. “Here,” he said, pressing a flat laser emitter into Cade’s hands. 
 
    The soldier examined the weapon. He’d seen this type before back in the day. It had a full charge. He clicked it to the narrowest setting: a hot tight beam, realizing that holding a weapon bolstered his confidence. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Cade said. 
 
    “No. We must destroy the abomination.” 
 
    “The Web-Mind?” asked Cade. 
 
    The old one nodded. 
 
    “He controls the androids,” Cade whispered. 
 
    “They…sleep,” the old one said, coughing, spitting up blood. 
 
    “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “I’m dying,” the old one whispered. “This was why…why…slay the abomination, Soldier. You are the one we’ve waited for.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There’s no time,” the old one said, coughing. 
 
    “Here,” Cade said, putting a trembling furry arm over his shoulder, turning the old one so they faced the large but closed hatch to the Web-Mind Chamber. 
 
    “Do not worry about me. Go. Kill the abomination.” 
 
    “Did you plan all this?” Cade asked, forcing the old Varg to move with him. 
 
    “Fool,” the old one whispered. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m getting you out of here.” 
 
    “No…” The old one coughed harder, spitting up more blood, leaving red stains on his fangs. “This is our last chance, Soldier. This is it.” 
 
    “Just how old are you?” 
 
    The Varg smiled with blood on his fangs. “I’m the last.” He shivered as his body spasmed with coughing. 
 
    “Look—” Cade said. 
 
    “Understand,” the old one said, pressing a shaking paw against Cade’s forehead. 
 
    In that moment, a flooding panorama of images impinged upon Cade’s consciousness. He witnessed scenes of an X-ship and a cyborg supply ship landing on Avalon IV. Cyborg troopers found an intact alien artifact, testing it and soon discovering its function. What the cyborgs did not see or understand were Varg guardians watching them, the last of an alien species, former shock troopers for a higher alien culture. The cyborgs and guardians fought, and the guardians lost, although they set off charges. The charges destroyed the supply ship, slew most of the cyborg troopers—the living dead—and sealed the alien artifact and transported Web-Mind under tons of rubble and rocks. That also buried the X-ship. The last guardians fled the vicinity, carrying with them several leather flagons of the golden draught. 
 
    The former shock troops for a higher alien culture sank into barbarism, became the Varg nomads living on the plains of Avalon IV. They had already been devolving culturally for centuries before the two ships landed. The process had simply accelerated. 
 
    The millennium on the plains changed the Vargs. The imbibing of the golden draught by a few leaders altered them, unleashing latent psionic abilities. Those psionics informed the Vargs of the abomination in the depths, one surviving by bathing its brain tissues with the golden elixir. 
 
    The few surviving cyborg troopers mated, producing human offspring. The offspring followed flawed cyborg trooper programming—taboos and customs for them—living in the hills for the day the “gods”—the Web-Mind—reappeared. They mutated over the millennium and waged war against the Vargs. 
 
    Then an altered human dropped from space, leading the “hill scum” to chisel and mine, digging up and finding a way into the abode of the “gods.” The keepers started then, and the hill scum grew in numbers. 
 
    The Varg elders debated. The last dregs from the flagons of the golden draught were consumed. Rune stones were cast. The Red Clan and others believed that one day another would drop from the sky, an enemy of the abomination, a soldier of superior skills. 
 
    The Black Clan never agreed with the cast runes. When you landed, Soldier, the Black Clan shamans sent a hunter to slay you, showing you to be an imposter. But you slew the creature. We knew then that you were the awaited one. We followed fate, and it has unfolded to this very moment. 
 
    “What?” Cade whispered, dazed by the revelation. 
 
    The images in his mind dissolved so he could see normally again. He realized that only seconds had passed as the old one telepathically disgorged ancient knowledge into his brain. 
 
    “Do you believe all that?” Cade asked. 
 
    “You are the Soldier—” The old one coughed wetly. “You are in the Pit of the Abomination. You have a weapon.” He coughed worse than before. “I do not believe. I know. This is the moment. Fulfill your destiny, Soldier.” 
 
    “Are you keeping the Web-Mind docile through your psionic powers?” 
 
    “No longer, Soldier, for I am spent. I die.” As the old one finished speaking, he shivered uncontrollably, and he vomited gore. 
 
    Gently laying the bloody old one on the floor, Cade’s head jerked up in surprise as a klaxon began to blare. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    The large hatch to the Web-Mind Chamber opened, and four gleaming chrome androids emerged. 
 
    From where he knelt on the floor beside the dead old one, Cade aimed and depressed the emitter switch. The unit hummed softly, sending a hot narrow laser beam. 
 
    One, two, three, Cade aimed for and hit each of the first three androids in the left eye. Two dropped to the floor, twitching a moment before lying still. The third jerked violently backward, falling, its legs churning, shoving it deeper into the chamber. 
 
    The last android halted as if in confusion. 
 
    “Cade,” the Web-Mind said from a wall speaker. “Stop what you are doing.” 
 
    Cade fired at the last android, drilling it in the left eye as well. Like the others, the beam destroyed the cybertronic brain, destroying the android’s effectiveness. It fell, twitching before freezing. 
 
    “I told you to stop,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    Cade launched from his spot, sprinting for the open hatch. 
 
    The hatch closed and would have sealed the Web-Mind in its chamber, but it had struck two fallen androids directly in its path. 
 
    “I am summoning reinforcements, Cade. You will never survive your victory. Let us speak of terms.” 
 
    Cade reached the large hatch, threw himself onto the floor, and wriggled under the blocked hatch. He climbed to his feet in the main Web-Mind Chamber. He expected defensive lasers to drill him, but none did, although units clicked impotently along the walls. 
 
    “Cade, I order you to stop.” 
 
    Didn’t the Web-Mind realize he no longer carried the obedience chip? The soldier had no need to gloat here at the decisive moment. Victory was everything. He strove to achieve that and could not have conceived of wasting time or effort trading insults or witty comments with the enemy. 
 
    “I will gas you, Cade.” 
 
    The soldier hurried to the small domes of tissue sheets. He expected more androids to appear and wondered what Tara Alor was doing. 
 
    “What do you want, Cade? Tell me, and I will grant it to you. I swear this.” 
 
    Cade beamed the nearest tissue dome. The laser burned but did not penetrate the clear dome. 
 
    “Do you see the futility of attempting to harm me? I offer you the galaxy, Cade. I can give you whatever you desire. I made a mistake with you. Let us team up—” 
 
    The soldier spied a metal bar in a tool cache by the life-support systems. He raced there, freed the tool and whirled around. 
 
    “Cade, Cade, why are you doing this?” 
 
    With the heavy metal bar in hand, Cade advanced and swung at the nearest dome. Cracks appeared in the glassy substance. 
 
    “Your actions are mere futility,” the Web-Mind said. “You will not have time to demolish all the domes. Even with one, I will have the capacity to rebuild.” 
 
    Cade swung again, shattering the clear material. He immediately beamed the tissue sheets within, burning them.” 
 
    “You mad barbarian,” the Web-Mind said. “I will keep you alive a thousand years for this, torturing you the entire time.” 
 
    From behind there came the squeal of metal on metal. Cade faced the main hatch. It moved upward, and then stopped. 
 
    “You broke my hatch, you wretch. Grab it with your hands. Pull it up.” 
 
    Gleaming chrome hands appeared all along the bottom of the hatch. Perhaps eight androids strained to raise it. 
 
    Cade looked around and beamed the main life-support units. The laser burned through metal. He beamed one portion of the system after another. He did not know it, but his face was contorted and his lips pulled back exposing his teeth. His eyes gleamed with murder-lust. 
 
    Smoke billowed from the life-support systems. Electrical zaps heralded an explosion. At the same time, the great metal hatch squealed as the androids forced it up centimeter by centimeter. 
 
    The soldier studied the chamber, trying to calm down enough to think logically. He needed powerful grenades or a rocket launcher. 
 
    Ah! He slapped his forehead, racing to a row of canisters of fire retardant. He grabbed the biggest one and ran to the main life-support tube. Using the emitter, he beamed a spot and then used a boot to kick the tube open. He pressed the nozzle of the unit against the opening and hissed foam into it. He watched as the foam boiled through the tube, gushing into one tissue dome after another. 
 
    “This is your last chance, Cade,” the Web-Mind said. “Please, I beg you. It is getting harder to think, to make, to make…C-a-d-e, I beseechhhh…you, friend…” 
 
    Cade held down the trigger until the canister emptied of foam. Already, the foam in the tissue domes had begun hardening. Was that killing the brain tissues? 
 
    He noticed that the androids had all ceased moving. The lights in their eyes still shone red, but they did not move. Likely, they were not receiving instructions. 
 
    The soldier found that he was panting. He’d won this round. But did that mean the war was over? He didn’t think so. People who knew what they were doing might be able to revive the Web-Mind. He had to find explosives. He had to destroy the Web-Mind and all the technology related to cyborgs. It was more than likely the tech company people were near Avalon IV. If they could destroy the orbitals, they would be able to land. 
 
    “Tara,” he said. Why hadn’t she shown up? Had she fled? If she had, she would likely try to extract the X-ship from the rock. How could she achieve that? 
 
    The soldier’s eyes shone. She could do it with explosives—the explosives he needed to destroy the ancient crypt. Or, she was still down here, plotting to kill him. 
 
    The soldier eyed the chamber, looking for weapons. There was nothing more in here that he could use easily. He needed to find Tara, especially if she was still down here. If— 
 
    The soldier shook his head, wiped his sweaty brow with a forearm and headed for the frozen androids. The task wasn’t even half done. He’d bought himself some time. That’s all. Surely, talented techs could revive the Web-Mind, or barring that, the tech company people could still dismantle the thing and learn how to construct another. 
 
    It was time to find Tara Alor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    Pilot Tara Alor left the crypt before the start of the underground battle. She still did not know what was happening. She’d returned to the ancient X-ship for some spare parts. After all this time, some of the equipment in the crypt had worn out. That certainly included the mind probe. 
 
    The probe was the ticket to persuading the crotchety old Web-Mind to leave its sanctuary. Once the knowledge of the ancient Ultra flooded the Web-Mind, it would realize what was at stake. The probe would directly send and turn Cade’s brain pulses into coded data acceptable to the cyborg brain-mass. Then, certainly, the Web-Mind would eagerly desire to get off world and start running cyborgs again. That was what Rohan Mars was counting on. He was upstairs near Avalon IV, having sent a missile-message to her. 
 
    Their masters wanted the Web-Mind and all the other superior technology stored down here for a millennium. Of course, Tara had her own ideas. She had ancient cyborg programming in her mind, but the Web-Mind here hadn’t known how to exert the pressure on her. Rohan Mars was a clever android, and his masters— 
 
    Tara frowned as she rummaged in a hold, searching for extra parts to use on the mind probe. She did not know the identity of the tech company masters. What she did know was that she had a better understanding of ancient cyborg technology than anyone else she’d met so far. That was one of the reasons she’d been sent to Avalon IV. 
 
    Ah. This part should do. 
 
    She picked it up and stuffed it into a carrying pouch. 
 
    She cocked her head. A sudden feeling told her it was time to get back down to the crypt. Cade was a cagey fellow. Could he talk his way out of this? She frowned. He had divined far too much. He was supposed to be a soldier, a thug in uniform, not a thinker putting two and three together. It was a good thing the Web-Mind hadn’t taken Cade’s words to heart. 
 
    Still, if the Web-Mind starting talking to him again— 
 
    Tara headed for the exit, finding herself moving faster. There was no reason why she should feel this way. Maybe it was simply woman’s intuition alerting her. 
 
    “Damn,” she said, beginning to run. 
 
    Tara hurried out of the hut in the yard. The bad feeling had become even worse. She glanced at the bowmen on the ramparts. They seemed content. She headed for the cave, tightened her muscles to push through the invisible barrier—and was shocked when it wasn’t there. She kept feeling with her left hand. The right held an emitter. Why would the Web-Mind have dropped the barrier? 
 
    She peered down the corridor as the elevator door opened. “Cade,” she hissed. 
 
    Cade stepped out of the elevator, a laser emitter in his right hand. 
 
    She aimed and fired, hitting him in the shoulder. He jumped backward with startling speed, disappearing from view. 
 
    Tara turned and ran, zigzagging, sprinting out of the cave and shouting a warning at the sentries on the rampart. They must kill the intruder or he would harm the gods below. She reached the hut, stunned Cade hadn’t raced after her and fired. Half in terror, she opened the door and fled for the subterranean stairs. She had to reach the X-ship. She had to get out of here before the freed Ultra killed her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade hadn’t chased Tara because he staggered back into the elevator. The beam had grazed his left shoulder, feeling as if someone had shoved a red-hot poker into his flesh. 
 
    Laser shots were deadly for many reasons, this among them. The intense heat incapacitated and brought about shock. Cade had immense bodily resources, but he couldn’t just shrug this off. 
 
    With a groan, he pressed buttons. The door closed and the elevator started down. He slid to the floor, panting, trying to keep himself alert. Sweat pooled on his heavy features. He blinked rapidly, attempting to discipline his pain receptors so his body would obey him. He couldn’t understand why Tara hadn’t taken advantage of her strike and charged, killing him. Maybe she was waiting for the elevator so she could come down here after him. 
 
    The elevator stopped and the door opened. Panting, Cade tried to rise and failed. He gritted his teeth. If he lost, he would die. He would have failed in his last promise to his wife. 
 
    “Not…going…to happen,” he whispered. 
 
    He started crawling like before. This time, he headed for the mind-probe chamber. There should be medical equipment in there. 
 
    He climbed to his feet, not daring to look at his grazed shoulder. Soon, he stumbled into the chamber, looking around. Over there by the chair— 
 
    He stumbled, swayed as his mind threatened to blank out— 
 
    “I’m not going to faint again,” he muttered. 
 
    He thumped onto his butt beside the mind-probe chair and used his good arm, finding a small spray bottle. He looked at his shoulder. The fabric there was burned away. He used his good hand and ripped away more cloth. A red burn on his deltoid oozing with blood— 
 
    He clenched his teeth and wiped the blood away with ripped-off cloth. He groaned at the pain. His head pounded and blackness swam before him. The agony… He found himself breathing heavily several seconds later, still conscious. Dully, he raised the small canister and depressed the nozzle. Quick-heal mist hissed onto the laser burn. 
 
    That stung, but it wasn’t agony. Almost immediately, a cooling sensation told him the quick-heal was helping. 
 
    Glancing at the shoulder, he knew he’d sprayed enough. Yawning, he had a nearly overpowering desire to lie down and sleep. Instead, he rummaged through the med pouch and found a flask of—he unscrewed the cap, finding water. He guzzled it, and that helped keep his eyes open. 
 
    Why hadn’t Tara attacked after burning him? He’d staggered backward into the elevator. Maybe she’d failed to see his serious condition. But if she hadn’t attacked…what had she done? 
 
    There was a noise. 
 
    The soldier froze, listening intently. Was Tara in the crypt? He didn’t hear anything more. 
 
    Wiping his sweaty face, the soldier attempted to concentrate. What was the correct tactical move? Maybe he needed to reconnoiter and find out. Did that mean another trip upstairs? He wasn’t sure, and found that his mind was still fuzzy. 
 
    “Get a grip, soldier. Now is the moment to act.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tara slammed another compartment shut. This was the last unit where she needed to do that. The X-ship should respond if the charges did their work. 
 
    Breathing hard, damp with perspiration, she hurried down a corridor and climbed a ladder up a turbo-lift. Reaching the next level, she raced along a corridor. What if the soldier had made it aboard the X-ship? She’d locked the main hatch. Therefore, that should be impossible. But that damn Ultra had succeeded in things that should have easily thwarted him. He’d had a laser. He’d escaped from his cell and the crypt. In some manner, he’d gotten past the androids. Why hadn’t the Web-Mind contacted her aboard the X-ship? 
 
    Tara reached the piloting compartment. It was tiny like a coffin. She opened the hatch, slid onto the padded seat and closed the hatch. She reached back to her neck and removed a piece of pseudo-flesh. Picking up the ancient jack, she shoved that into the slot, the jack reaching the junction that touched the upper part of her spinal cord. 
 
    She grunted, but nothing happened. 
 
    “You idiot,” she muttered. She hadn’t activated flight control. First, though, she had to blow the explosives carefully inserted this past year. 
 
    Tara picked up a small box with a button on it. If this didn’t work— 
 
    She licked her lips, closed her eyes and stabbed the button with her right thumb. 
 
    The X-ship rumbled and shook as a noise like thunder told her the explosives had detonated. 
 
    Her heart was beating fast. If this worked, she could survive Cade, survive the Web-Mind, too, for that matter. It was an ancient and foolish Web-Mind. The resurgence of the cyborgs would need cunning, young and fresh Web-Minds. 
 
    Now was the moment of truth. She flipped a switch…and the X-ship began to activate. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered. She lay back, a spot on the padded seat for the jack in her neck. She arched and sucked in air. She no longer saw with her eyes, but with her visual cortex. She used the X-ship’s sensors. There was fuel in the tanks. It still possessed ancient armaments. Would they work? 
 
    In the tiny piloting chamber, Tara Alor grinned. She was whole again, part of an X-ship. She remembered how to do this all right. 
 
    “Engage main engine,” she whispered. 
 
    The X-ship began to shake as old gravity dampeners went to work. Slowly, the X-ship started moving upward like Arthur’s sword Excalibur emerging from the stone that had held it. 
 
    “Excalibur,” Tara said. “I’ve named you.” She laughed wildly as the X-ship gained velocity, moving past rubble. 
 
    Then the sleek and ancient vessel was free, its thrusters burning and killing the bowmen on the ramparts and those in the caves as fire blew through the tunnels. 
 
    Tara no longer cared, as her sensors sought the nearest orbital up in space. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Cade pulled his arms down that had covered the back of his head and picked himself off the floor. The quake was over. It had lasted long enough, and it was much hotter down here than before. 
 
    As he stood, he realized that hadn’t been an earthquake. It had been Tara blasting off with the X-ship. 
 
    He thought about that, realizing the local Nian would be dead. The exhaust from the thruster would have killed them. Would the elevator still work? 
 
    Cade shook his head. He’d worry about that when it was time to go up. The crypt still had lights, which meant it still had power. With Tara gone…he had time to roam the crypt. 
 
    That meant he could take his time—if he did it quickly enough—and make sure the Web-Mind died the final death. Then, he would have to make sure the tech company couldn’t land later and reconstruct a Web-Mind from the example down here. That meant he had to find explosives that would destroy and pulverize everything down here, keeping the secrets of the ancient cyborgs to the distant past. 
 
    It was time to get to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The X-ship sped up through the atmosphere. The vessel was an atmospheric and low orbital space superiority fighter. It was bigger than other craft of its type and had proved effective in countless battles. 
 
    Tara Alor was jacked in and secure. She was grinning, delighting in the feeling of freedom that flying an X-ship gave her. She was more akin to a bird or bat than a regular pilot. Her sensors felt the wind on her titanium skin. She heard the whistle and detected enemy with far-ranging sensors just as a bat used its natural abilities. She didn’t need to move a joystick or push a button. She thought and the X-ship reacted directly to her jacked-in brain. 
 
    As Tara lay back on the padded couch, her eye-sensors saw an orbital up there far above the highest clouds. The platform guarded the planet from hostiles. It was not programmed to look down, although it would notice her once she approached within a kilometer. 
 
    “You ready, baby?” she whispered. 
 
    Oh, she was ready. She just hoped Excalibur had adequate armaments to do the job. 
 
    The indicators in her mind said the weapons systems were ready. Would the explosives in the warheads still work? Would her guns jam, explode or do something else unexpected? 
 
    The X-ship continued up as Tara targeted the orbital. She had three ancient missiles and launched the first one. 
 
    The missile left the X-ship’s M-tube, a good sign, ejected far enough away—it did not ignite, but plummeted downward, tumbling end-over-end. 
 
    Tara saw this with the ship’s sensors and wondered if she should detonate the nuclear warhead. No, she wouldn’t worry about it. 
 
    “Fire number two,” she said. 
 
    Another missile ejected from the M-tube. 
 
    On her padded seat in the piloting chamber, Tara held her breath. 
 
    The missile’s thruster ignited, and it roared upward, building velocity as it did. 
 
    Tara shouted with glee. The ancient weaponry worked! It worked! She was going to leave Avalon IV. She was going to reach Rohan Mars, and they could come back down and collect the Web-Mind. The future looked wonderful indeed. 
 
    The X-ship continued for space as the missile led the way. Tara waited— 
 
    Orbital lasers struck, beaming the now fast-rotating missile. The trick was not giving a laser any time-on-target. The missile had mirror-bright hull plating. It would take seconds for the lasers to scour the mirrors and make the protective hull less effective. 
 
    All the while, the missile closed on the orbital. 
 
    “Now,” Tara said. 
 
    The missile pulsed upward. The orbital lasers burned down—the warhead ignited with a shape-charge explosion, the blast, radiation, heat and EMP directed up at the orbital. 
 
    Tara held her breath. 
 
    The orbital crumbled, blasted. It shifted in its path and intense heat began melting it. 
 
    “A kill,” Tara said. 
 
    She kicked in more thrust, the X-ship jumping for freedom. The way was open for her to reach the waiting spaceship out there.  
 
    “Glorious,” she said. “This is glorious.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax did not agree. The small man watched from the sensor station in the piloting chamber aboard the Descartes. The scout was getting low on battery power, but it still ran silently, having drifted ten thousand kilometers from its former position, meaning it was two million, ten thousand kilometers from Avalon IV. Thankfully, the teardrop-shaped vessel the tonnage of a Concord missile cruiser had remained on the other side of the proscribed planet. 
 
    Now, however, on the Descartes side of the planet, the doctor witnessed the thermonuclear destruction of an orbital. 
 
    His throat went dry and his stomach curled with terror. Frantically, he searched nearby space for the launching vessel. That he couldn’t find anything intensified his fear. 
 
    Who else was out there? Why hadn’t he spotted them before this? He should have known there were more players in the game— 
 
    “Group Six,” he moaned. That made perfect sense. Group Six must have sent a backup vessel. The Director didn’t trust him. The old man had made that perfectly clear on Earth. 
 
    Halifax cursed himself for being an idiot. Titus— 
 
    “No, no,” Halifax told himself. “Titus will see that I remained on the job. This might win me a promotion.” 
 
    The doctor nodded. His impeccable logic— 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. The sensor scope was showing something else. 
 
    With his face pressed against the rubber lining, Halifax watched a vessel rising from the planetary surface. Either that, or someone had inserted an atmospheric ship, it had looped underneath the orbital and made this assault. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on,” Halifax said. He replayed what the sensors had seen a few moments earlier. “I’ll be damned.” A missile had sped up at the orbital. The missile had been launched from deep in the atmosphere. Did that mean this ship had climbed from deep in the atmosphere? Had the tech people launched a ship that inserted into the atmosphere, it had looped low and come up here… 
 
    Halifax frowned. Just what in the hell was going on? What kind of ship was that? He didn’t recognize its type. 
 
    The small doctor tugged at his collar. This was a mystery. A deep enough mystery meant some would want this kept secret, and others would dearly want to know. Perhaps his information had just increased in value. Yet, if that were true, that would mean he was in even greater danger than he thought. He had to remain hidden. Yes. At all costs, he couldn’t let anyone find him here. 
 
    Well, he was here. He was the Group Six agent, or he could still remain a freewheeling dealer of secret data. What was the ship going to do next? If it flew to the teardrop-shaped vessel, he would know much more. 
 
    Exhaling, not sure he was up to this, Dr. Halifax wished Cade were here. If the man was still alive, he might have answers to all these questions. 
 
    One thing was clear: if Halifax survived this, and the planetary ship and teardrop-shaped vessel left, he could land the Descartes on the planet and pick up Cade—if he could find the man on the planet, and if Cade was still alive. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Cade was alive all right, as he explored the crypt from one end to the other. He found all sorts of interesting equipment, weaponry and explosives. He even found some food and water that Tara must have carted down here. 
 
    Gathering what he needed, he started rigging explosives. He would worry about the elevator once he was done down here. He wasn’t sure of his destiny, if this was it or he could figure out a way to leave Avalon IV. The chances were good he was marooned on the planet forever. Thus, destroying the Web-Mind and anyone who came to retrieve the cyborg abomination was his primary goal for now. 
 
    “First things first,” he muttered more than once. 
 
    This was his specialty. He had booby-trapped many a place in his life. As he worked, he began to whistle. Maybe this was why he’d survived a millennium in stasis. The cyborgs thought they could rebuild, but the universe was saying no. Or, maybe there was an afterlife, and that meant a deity was saying no. The god had enough of abominations like cyborgs. 
 
    It took two and a half hours of rigging until Cade was satisfied. The work strengthened his morale. The fact that he could fulfill the old one’s expectation in him felt good. He double- and then triple-checked his work and finally decided that he was done down here. 
 
    It was time to see if he could get out. That might mean he’d have to deal with the Nian. However, waiting this long to go up should mean that any blast, heat or fires up there should have dissipated by now. 
 
    He had a fully charged laser emitter, a heavy Gyroc rifle with shells and several old-style grenades. He’d tossed a few grenades, grinning when they’d exploded. That indicated the ancient cyborg weaponry still worked. He would wait until he reached the surface to test the Gyroc rifle. 
 
    He went to the elevator and found it intact. That was excellent news. How far down was the crypt from the surface? 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said. 
 
    Would the elevator take him up? It was time to start. Taking a deep breath, Cade entered the thing and manipulated the controls. For a second, nothing happened. Despairing, Cade closed his eyes— 
 
    The door closed, and the elevator jerked, starting up. Cade forced himself to breathe. Any second, he expected it to jolt to a halt. The outer top struck something, or something dropped on top of the elevator, and the box mechanism slowed. Grinding noises grew as the elevator rose more slowly than before. The noises became worse, and the elevator was only inching up now. The box began quivering and then shaking. Just how many rocks and pounds of stony debris did the elevator shove upward? 
 
    Several times, Cade had to force himself to breathe, as he found himself holding his breath. The grinding noises troubled him. The— 
 
    The elevator stopped, although it continued to quiver. 
 
    Cade held his breath, tense, waiting for the elevator to begin moving again. It did not.  
 
    He gasped, expelling air, breathed deeply and shook his head. All right, the elevator had stopped. That didn’t mean this was the end. This meant he had to take another approach. 
 
    He went to the controls and pressed a button for it to head down. Instead of responding, an electrical hiss, smell and smoke, lots of smoke, began pouring from the control panel. The smoke forced him back. He turned away, held his breath and narrowed his eyes to slits. He examined the ceiling, spotting a panel. Reaching up, he began coughing as the electrically caused smoke continued to billow. There would be rocks, stones, debris and maybe even boulders on top of the elevator box. As he unlatched the locks, the panel began creaking. He stepped to the side and tore open the last latch. 
 
    The panel crashed against the elevator floor as stones and rocks rained down. Cade grabbed the Gyroc and pouch of shells, dancing out of the way. The rocks and stony debris kept pouring down. 
 
    He half expected the elevator to start up again. It did no such thing. Coughing from smoke and dust, covering his eyes, he waited. The burnt electrical and smoky stench was making him dizzy. He had to get out of here. 
 
    Shouldering the rifle and pouch, swinging them to his back, he looked up through the smoke and leaped as hard as he could. His hands caught an edge. He hauled himself up with simian ease, crawling onto the top of the elevator. There were indeed boulders and stony debris here, and the elevator smoke billowed out of the panel opening. 
 
    He moved to the side and breathed marginally better air. Then he looked up, seeing illumination…maybe a hundred meters or more. The shaft was smooth metal. There were no cables or other means to haul the elevator. It might have used repulsors underneath. 
 
    A small explosion in the controls started a fire in the elevator. How long until the elevator plunged into the depths? 
 
    Examining the metal-skinned shaft, Cade could see no way to scale it, as he had no rope. Could he hurl one up a hundred meters? No. That meant— 
 
    Underneath him, the elevator shuddered and lurched downward several meters before stopping. If it did that again— 
 
    Inspiration struck. Cade lay on his stomach on the top of the elevator as best he could, reaching out with the soles of his boots against one side of the shaft and pushing with his outstretched hands against the other. He was a big man, with long legs and arms, and stretched out like this, he barely reached from the narrowest side to the other. Using pressure alone, pushing with the soles of his boots and hands, he reached up a few centimeters with his right hand and pushed, reached up several centimeters with his left foot and pushed. With this painfully slow process, he started to climb the shaft, and it was barely in time, too. 
 
    He’d ascended a bare meter from his starting position when the elevator shuddered once more, creaked against the sides and suddenly plunged down. 
 
    Cade closed his eyes and waited, pushing harder than ever. Several seconds passed and then the elevator box crashed against the bottom floor. That shook the shaft and weakened Cade’s pressure hold. His right hand slipped—he pushed harder with the left, and the shaft, the metal sides, stopped shaking. 
 
    Cade inhaled deeply. He didn’t dare crane and twist his head to look up. He had over one hundred meters to climb like this. If he lost strength before reaching the top, he would plunge down to his death below. 
 
    “You can do it,” he whispered. 
 
    Well, if he couldn’t, he’d die. Thus, he started back up one painful centimeter at a time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Descartes, Dr. Halifax observed through the sensor scope. A light in the scope indicated that the planetary ship sent a message to the teardrop-shaped vessel on the other side of Avalon IV. Almost immediately, the smaller ship received a reply. 
 
    Halifax would have liked to know what they two groups said to each other. That would take better sensors than the scout possessed. He did not see the teardrop-shaped vessel, but he did observe the new ship. It turned around, expelling exhaust. That was interesting. It decelerated, no longer trying to leave low orbital space. Logic suggested that some communication from the tech people aboard the teardrop-shaped vessel caused the change. 
 
    Perhaps twenty-five minutes later, a large cargo hauler appeared. It had taken a wide loop, avoiding the lone orbital’s half-a-million-kilometer range to head for the open part of the planet. 
 
    Halifax’s nerves became strained. The hauler—an atmospheric entering ship—might spot him. It came much closer to the drifting Descartes than any ship had so far. Fortunately, the scout remained over a million kilometers away from the hauler, and the hauler did nothing to indicate anyone aboard it had seen the scout. 
 
    Even so, Halifax was trembling and feeling exhausted by the time the hauler reached the other smaller ship. 
 
    The sensor scope showed that the two vessels exchanged communications. Now, both ships started down for the planet. The actions of the cargo hauler strongly suggested that there were valuable objects on the surface. 
 
    “Right,” Halifax said. Rohan Mars had once told Brune they wanted to save the woman who crashed-landed on Avalon IV. The large fighter proved someone had left the surface. He doubted it was Cade. Who did that leave as a pilot? Obviously, the woman. 
 
    Despite his strained nerves and fear, Halifax’s ever-present curiosity was highly piqued by all of this. Just what kind of goldmine was on the Avalon IV? Why hadn’t the Patrol sent down teams to gather it? 
 
    Rohan Mars and his kind had left a long trail of dead for the tech company hauler to reach this point. Did that suggest that Rohan Mars and his androids knew what they would find down there? The doctor gave that a seventy percent possibility. 
 
    “Are you alive, Cade?” Halifax asked aloud. 
 
    A small part of him wanted to follow the cargo hauler and fighter down. Maybe he could sneak up on them and use the .50-calibers to destroy them. The larger, wiser and more careful part of Halifax caused him to laugh. Why should he risk his life when he could simply wait for them to leave? He could go down then when it was safe. 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. There was another worry. How long would it take the Patrol to know someone had destroyed an Avalon IV orbital? Such a message couldn’t travel faster than the fastest FTL ship. Did the Patrol send a warship to the Avalon System periodically? 
 
    As Halifax debated these things, the cargo hauler and large fighter entered the planet’s upper atmosphere. They both slowed, taking their time. Halifax was so absorbed with their descent, that he almost missed the teardrop-shaped vessel’s actions. It had taken a wide loop and now started moving toward the planet. 
 
    A shiver of terror went down the doctor’s spine. The teardrop-shaped vessel moved to within 900,000 kilometers of his location. Then it decelerated and began drifting, perhaps directing its sensor scopes onto the planetary surface. 
 
    This was bad. A sensor team over there might accidently find him. He couldn’t change anything now, though. It was time to tiptoe and shut down every unnecessary piece of equipment lest he give himself away. He thought about manually readying an anti-missile rocket, but rejected the idea. Stealth was the only way to stay alive. A little luck might help, too. 
 
    Halifax exhaled slowly, beginning to start the full shutdown, wondering if it was time to turn off the heater as well. He nodded, deciding he’d wear a spacesuit in here until the teardrop-shaped vessel went somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    The soldier’s arms quivered with exhaustion as he neared the top of the elevator shaft. He’d worked up almost one hundred and forty meters, having been optimistic in his earlier estimation. Several times, he’d stopped to regain his strength. 
 
    The problem would be getting out of the shaft. He tensed as he readied for it, his fingers slippery with sweat. Tentatively, he reached up, his fingertips feeling the gritty, dusty edge. He swallowed, wanting to bray with laughter now that he’d reached this far. Instead, he concentrated, his fingers brushing away grit and dust. This was the moment. He shoved with his feet, pushing forward. His other hand shot up, the fingers slipping on the edge. At the same time, his torso and legs swung down. He grunted as they hit the shaft wall, his fingers almost slipping from the edge. If he lost his grip, he’d plunge to his death. 
 
    Cade bellowed and forced his arms to move, to start pulling him up. He was so damned exhausted from the ascent, however. He tried to push upward with his boots, but they just slipped against the metal edge. A second bellow heralded his last effort. His biceps shook as he slowly hauled himself upward. His fingers held their meager purchase through pressure alone. He grunted and swung up his right leg, and the boot held on the edge. He heaved, rolling onto the edge of the elevator shaft. He didn’t stay there, but rolled over until he’d put a meter between him and a plummeting death. 
 
    At that point, he shuddered as sweat poured from him. His body shook and he couldn’t stop it. He closed his eyes, thankful to have made the brutal ascent. 
 
    Eventually, thirst drove him upright. He slid the heavy Gyroc rifle and sling pouch from his back, digging out a water flask. He sipped, washing out his mouth and swallowing. Too soon, the flask was empty. He looked around, seeing wall shards, rocks and debris in the building part of the cave. Fortunately, the rockslide hadn’t sealed off the entrance. 
 
    He doubted any of the nearby Nian had survived the X-ship’s blast off. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked,” he quoted. Groaning, his muscles quivering and aching, he climbed to feet, gathered his equipment and started for the exit. It was good to walk, even if he shuffled. He climbed over rocks, soon finding himself in the open. Much of the protecting wall was gone, blown over from the X-ship’s blast off. 
 
    He stood there, considering. Several years ago, Rohan Mars had told Brune the tech company would send someone down for him and the girl. If Tara had used the X-ship to leave, it made sense she’d successfully attacked one of the blocking orbitals. Had she reached a waiting tech-company vessel? If she had, wouldn’t they send down people to gather the Web-Mind? 
 
    A harsh smile stretched the soldier’s lips. He looked around and headed for the top of the other cave, the hill that had held the entrance and had been part of the defending wall. 
 
    He needed shelter, but even more, he needed a sniper location. He cradled the heavy Gyroc rifle. It was an interesting weapon. This one launched a .75- caliber spin-stabilized rocket shell. After ejecting from the barrel, the rocket ignited, giving the bullet the majority of its speed. The rifle was recoilless, which meant that even though it fired high-caliber bullets, it was of relatively light construction and didn’t slam against the shooter’s shoulder each time and thus wear him out. 
 
    The highly versatile weapon launched various types of rounds. The Armor Piercing Explosive round (APEX) had a big motor and a heavy projectile. There were shrapnel rounds that acted like a line-of-sight mortar, a smart rocket that could fly around objects, and sabot rounds where the outer shell burned off to add effectiveness against hardened targets. 
 
    The soldier grunted in lieu of a laugh. He had to figure out their probable action and develop a counter given what he had. His first question was this: should he press the detonation switch and blow the Web-Mind below while he could? Would the signal reach the cyborg construct? Maybe he should leave it as backup, in case the tech company personnel killed him. The booby-trapped Web-Mind might then kill them afterward. 
 
    He decided to wait, as it gave him tactical options. 
 
    The soldier climbed the hill and looked around. Nearly five hundred meters away was a jumble of boulders. That should be far enough that he could hide if shuttles or haulers landed nearby and still close enough so he could work his way closer when they weren’t looking. 
 
    He eyed the cloudless sky. The time was around midafternoon. He was in rocky hill country. A few birds soared in the distance like vultures. He didn’t spy any ground animals. They must have fled after the X-ship took off. 
 
    He started for his destination, soon reaching the mass of jumbled boulders. He sat in their shade, wiped his brow and looked up. He spotted a new kind of bird. This was interesting. He hadn’t seen any like that before. They grew larger and came down fast— 
 
    “Those aren’t birds.” 
 
    It was the X-ship and—he squinted—and a big cargo hauler. His gut tightened with anticipation—then he realized that he hadn’t had time to test the Gyroc. What would he do if it failed to fire? 
 
    He made a face. He had the grenades. He had a laser emitter. If the Gyroc failed… 
 
    At least he was out of the elevator shaft and had a soldier’s chance to battle the hated enemy. He might have been asleep for a thousand years or more, but he was getting to fight the enemy he’d been trained to kill. Whether the tech company people knew it or not, they were cyborg enablers. That made them targets. 
 
    And those ships… 
 
    The harsh grin reappeared. All he needed was one of the ships and he had a ticket off Avalon IV. He’d worry about the waiting mothership when the time came. Right now, he had a cyborg pilot and tech company people to kill. 
 
    From the shadows of the boulders, he watched the two descending ships. It was spellbinding, mesmerizing—with a start, he realized he hadn’t loaded the rifle yet. 
 
    He took an APEX shell and slotted it in the rifle, closing the breech. He waited to activate the rifle. Maybe the two ships had sweeping sensors. Would they see his heat signature? Would they even bother with that? If sensors did spot him, those in the ships might think it was a Nian team hiding here. 
 
    The two vessels grew larger still. Abruptly, the cargo hauler began floating. That indicated working gravity repellers. The X-ship did not have that luxury, but came straight down with its thunderous thrusters slowing its speed. The soldier checked where it looked like the ships would land. The X-ship would be eight hundred meters away. The cargo hauler was coming in closer, maybe five hundred meters from his position. 
 
    The soldier nodded, waiting. He would not attack until the two vessels touched down and his enemies exited. He didn’t want either vessel getting away. 
 
    A knot tightened in his chest. So much would depend upon a functioning Gyroc. Still, if the rifle or shells didn’t work, the enemy might not know he’d tried to fire at them. That was something at least. He could quietly begin Plan B. 
 
    The two ships lowered more. The X-ship was even more thunderous now. 
 
    The soldier retreated deeper into the jumbled boulders, set down the Gyroc, opened his mouth and pressed his hands over his ears. The ground shook, and the boulders around him stirred. He watched them, debating working out of them before they shifted too much and pinned or crushed him. The noise level rose to a crescendo and just as quickly stopped altogether. Thankfully, the ground and boulders stopped shaking. The soldier removed his hands, picked up his heavy rifle and worked outward. He halted in the shadows, watching the big cargo hauler ease down like a feather. 
 
    Anticipation grew. For good luck, he raised his rifle and kissed it. If he won today— 
 
    “Don’t think about that now,” he whispered. He had a mission, maybe the most important of his life. 
 
    He eased forward more, and then he waited with the rifle in his lap. A Gyroc was a wonderful weapon in the right hands. The soldier’s eyes gleamed. Soon now, he hoped he would repay Rohan Mars for murdering one of Battle Unit 175’s Force-Leaders, good old Jack Brune. 
 
    “Just wait,” the soldier said. “Wait a few more minutes and you’ll have your fill of vengeance.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    Tara Alor was unhappy and wary. She had not wanted to come back to Avalon IV and certainly not go near the crypt. Leaving the proscribed planet had felt glorious. Having to turn back and guide Rohan’s team to the location upset her. The android leader had insisted, however, leaving her no choice. Worse, Rohan had chided her over the comm unit regarding Cade. 
 
    “I slew his counterpart once,” Rohan had told her from the cargo hauler. “I can do it easily enough again if I have to.” 
 
    Rohan hadn’t faced Ultras in battle, though. She had. They were not ordinary humans, even the Centurion Grades. They’d been genetically bred for war. They’d also given Cade time to get ready for them. On no account did she want to leave the X-ship. 
 
    “Tara,” Rohan said over the comm, the message received directly in her brain because she was still jacked in. “You must come outside and show me the way.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s wiser if I stay here,” she said. 
 
    “Enough of your nonsense,” Rohan said in his steady android voice. “Even supposing Cade is alive, there are many of us and only one of him. We are armed. At best, he has an emitter.” 
 
    “I already told you he has one.” 
 
    “You can walk among us. We will shield you from him.” 
 
    “How do you suppose he survived the androids in the crypt? He must have slain them.” 
 
    “Destroyed is the correct word,” Rohan said. “Now hurry, Pilot, I am not in the habit of having to repeat myself.” 
 
    Tara knew Rohan was overconfident, but he could never hear that even if she told him. Rohan would probably insist that his cybertronic brain simply did not allow him arrogance of the sort she suggested. 
 
    Pulling the jack out of her neck slot, Tara knew a moment of disorientation. She shivered, feeling naked as she resumed using her own senses. Everything was so immediate using her eyes, ears and nose. She lacked the X-ship’s protection and resented it. 
 
    “Excalibur,” she said, caressing a control. 
 
    Perhaps of all the cyborg creations, X-ship pilots retained most of their human personality. Tara Alor had bonded with her vessel. Leaving it now to face an Ultra soldier— 
 
    She opened the hatch, crawled out and decided to collect some gear. Rohan had grown impatient. It was time to do his bidding and make sure she earned the rewards for a job well done. 
 
    She broke into a run, hurrying through a corridor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tara rushed from the X-ship, which landed farther from the cave entrance than the cargo hauler. 
 
    Despite the heat, Tara wore a crinkly shiny metallic jacket and trousers meant to deflect a laser beam. Both items also had heavy ablative padding. The padding would take a second for a laser to burn through. That extra second and another due to the reflective nature of the clothing would give her enough time to dive out of a laser’s line of fire. 
 
    She was sweating by the time she reached the androids waiting in the shadow of the cargo hauler. The big vessel landed on four “legs,” with a tube reaching down from the center of the hauler. The androids had exited the tube elevator, five of them, including Rohan Mars. A ramp could descend when they needed a crawler or when they carried the Web-Mind sections into the hauler. 
 
    Rohan Mars and his duplicates looked similar to when they visited Jack Brune in Sparta on Helos. Each was five-three in old-style height, had sparse dark hair swept to the left and wore black-tinted goggles over their eyes. Instead of dark suits, each of the androids wore gray coveralls with space boots. The coveralls had many pockets, good for tech or mechanical work, which they would probably have to do in the crypt. Each android also wore a small pack on his back. 
 
    “Where’s the crawler?” Tara asked. 
 
    Rohan Mars turned to her. “Your jacket—you are cautious, which indicates further fear. Remember, Cade is one lone human trapped on a planet. Well, so be it. You completed your part of the mission. Now, take us to the entrance. I hope your take-off did not destroy it.” 
 
    “Before we start,” Tara said, “let me ask you a question.” 
 
    “Make it quick.” 
 
    “Did you make it onto the planet alone like I did the first time? No. You’re here because I paved the way for you.” 
 
    “I have already said you completed your mission. What more do you need?” 
 
    “Respect,” she said. 
 
    “Interesting,” Rohan said. “Your tone indicates that you feel anger toward me. I suggest you concentrate on the emotion, letting it displace your terror of Cade. Now, stand among us and direct the way. I am eager to speak to the Web-Mind.” 
 
    Tara drew her emitter and did as Rohan bid. The six of them were soon picking their way over sprawled boulders and stones—what used to be the defensive wall. Dead and cooked Nian corpses lay in various places. 
 
    “Over there,” Tara said, pointing at the cave entrance. 
 
    “You did considerable damage departing,” Rohan said. “Perhaps it would have been wiser to leave with less haste.” He shrugged. “You completed your mission. That is the critical factor. Let us hope your precipitous flight did not anger the Web-Mind.” 
 
    Tara swallowed a retort. Besides, she was too busy looking everywhere. She could feel Cade out there. She knew he was waiting for them to do something stupid. It was an awful feeling. 
 
    “We should have dusted the place with nerve gas before landing,” she said. 
 
    “Time is an issue,” Rohan said. “Besides, we could not chance any nerve gas seeping down to the Web-Mind.” 
 
    The six of them entered the cave, flashlights snapping on as androids beamed the lights over the walls and floor. Soon, they reached the elevator shaft. 
 
    “Ah,” Rohan said. “Look at this. My estimation was correct. Your initial takeoff destroyed the elevator.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Clearly, debris rained upon the shaft.” 
 
    The android turned to the others. Perhaps Rohan used direct cybertronic brain-to-cybertronic brain communication with them. Three knelt by the shaft. Seconds later, they extracted wall-climbing pads from small packs. Attaching these to their knees, elbows and hands, they crawled over the lip and started down. They were silent as they descended like overgrown flies. 
 
    “Should we wait in the hauler?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We can wait here,” Rohan said. 
 
    She nodded nervously, hating the cave. 
 
    Perhaps Rohan understood that. “Is your anxiousness more than just fear of Cade? Do you expect the Nian or Vargs to show up?” 
 
    “What?” Tara asked. 
 
    Rohan repeated his question. 
 
    “Something is off,” Tara said nervously. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “You are speaking about a sensation?” he asked. 
 
    Tara rounded on him. “You could say that. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It is part of a lengthy study I have begun. Wait just a moment, please.” Rohan fell silent. 
 
    Tara waited, finally asking, “What is it?” 
 
    “I said silent. Now, cease speaking.” Rohan froze once more. 
 
    Tara suspected he was in direct android communication with the others below. The last android up here with them had also become utterly still. 
 
    A loud subterranean explosion broke the silence. Tara screamed as the floor shook. Seconds later, a gush of heat blew out of the elevator shaft. 
 
    “No,” Rohan said aloud. “No. This is a disaster.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tara shouted, her emitter retargeting at one shadow after another. 
 
    “I do not know exactly,” Rohan said. “The Web-Mind is gone. So are the cognates I sent into the crypt. I suspect the entire underground complex has been atomized with powerful explosives.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You have proven correct concerning Cade’s effectiveness,” Rohan said. “I would not have guessed as much after speaking with Jack Brune. Clearly, you made a critical error leaving the surface. You allowed Cade time to prepare a trap for us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Know is a strange word,” Rohan said. “I give my statement a high probability of being correct. However, I will not judge you. The masters will do so once we reach home.” 
 
    Tara blinked at Rohan Mars. “You can’t blame this on me.” 
 
    “But I do.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s illogical.” 
 
    “You are quite wrong,” Rohan said. “It is time to return to the hauler. Tara Alor, I am placing you under arrest. Please put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    “What for?” she demanded, debating beaming him with the laser and making a break for it. 
 
    The silent android stepped up to her, his right hand moving fast, ripping the emitter from her grasp. 
 
    “Rohan,” she said, massaging her bruised fingers. 
 
    The silent android used mechanical strength to turn her, grab an arm and place it behind her back. In a moment, handcuffs secured both her hands behind her back. 
 
    “I suspect that fear motivated your foolish actions,” Rohan said. “It might have also been stupidity. However, I deem it possible that you could also be in collusion with Cade.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Tara said with heat. 
 
    “No. I am thorough,” Rohan said. “Come. Let us return to the hauler. This is a matter for the masters to decide.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The soldier waited in high grass, having crawled hundreds of meters in order to bring the X-ship into closer range. He’d decided to rely upon the Gyroc. If it failed, he might still crawl near enough to use the hand grenades. But if the Gyroc worked… He’d used a small entrenching tool and dug out a narrow but rather deep trench in the high grass behind him. If this worked, he’d need the trench to survive. 
 
    He’d heard the explosion from the cave. His booby-trap in the crypt had worked. The Web-Mind was gone, along with however many androids had gone down to investigate. 
 
    He— 
 
    Cade raised the heavy rifle, using the scope to observe the cave party. Here was a new development. Tara was a captive. He nodded. It would seem the androids were blaming her for something. This was even better. Would she use the X-ship to leave? It seemed more than probable that she would not. 
 
    With the scope, Cade focused on Rohan Mars. There was something different about him from the other android, but he couldn’t quite place it. He remembered Rohan from Brune’s memories, the ones the obedience chip had bequeathed to him. The desire to shout to Rohan, to let the android know his minutes left alive were numbered… 
 
    Cade smiled bleakly. He would not commit such stupidity. He was the soldier. He would destroy the cyborg and cyborg-loving androids. How would he leave Avalon IV then? He had a vague hope that Patrol personnel would come to investigate later.  The landing of two ships meant one orbital must have been destroyed. The Patrol people would surely wish to know how that had happened. He would bargain the knowledge for a ride off Avalon IV. 
 
    That might be a long shot, but Cade wanted to complete the mission here. His destiny, as far as he could tell, was to destroy the Web-Mind here, and anything related to cyborg technology. That included the X-ship. 
 
    He’d been analyzing tactics ever since the two ships landed. After the party entered the cave, the answer hit him loud and clear. It wouldn’t leave him with an escape vehicle, but he’d already made his decision in that regard. Besides, did he truly belong to this future era? No. He did not think so. He was a man alone, lost in the future, a relic of a different era, of a stellar war that was best forgotten. 
 
    As the soldier waited, he thought about his wife, her soft lips, her curvaceous body and the sound of her laugh. That had been the best sound in the world. He might be wrong about her being in a stasis unit. Maybe she was a thousand years dead. Now, it seemed that he would never know. 
 
    A terrible longing grew in his chest. The feeling dried out his mouth. Oh, how he missed her. He wanted to lie beside her and whisper words of endearment. He was not sure he even wished to remain alive with Raina gone, lost, dead, asleep in a stasis unit— 
 
    The soldier snapped out of his sadness. The androids pushed Tara Alor into the lift tube. She zipped up, disappearing from view. Rohan Mars stepped into the tube, disappearing into the hauler just as quickly. 
 
    The last android headed for the X-ship. Likely, he would fly it to the mothership. 
 
    “All righty,” the soldier said. 
 
    He brought up the heavy rifle, using the scope to aim at the X-ship, knowing exactly the spot to target. With a click, he fired. 
 
    He grinned with delight as the APEX shell shot from the rifle. So far, so good. Would the shell ignite? He need not have feared. The big bullet hissed as the motor ignited, driving the shell at the X-ship. It flew directly and hit, the armor piercing shell boring in and— 
 
    He heard a crump—the sound of the explosive in the bullet. 
 
    Nothing more happened. 
 
    The soldier shoved another shell into the Gyroc, repeating the performance. The next shell hissed and flew true, drilling into the X-ship, into the fuel area—the soldier hoped—and another muffled crump sounded. 
 
    Meanwhile, as the android sprinted for the X-ship, the large cargo hauler began to float upward. It must have been an emergency procedure. The legs started retracting. The tube had already disappeared. A packet ejected from the side of the hauler facing Cade. 
 
    The soldier understood the significance of the packet and hugged the ground. 
 
    Thousands of jagged pellets rained everywhere as the packet exploded. It was an anti-personnel device. More packets would eject, and he would die if he didn’t act fast enough. 
 
    The soldier shoved yet another APEX shell into the rifle, raised his head, aimed and fired. The big rocket-assisted bullet hissed and flew at the X-ship. 
 
    This time, three packets ejected from the side of the floating cargo hauler. The vessel was already fifty meters off the ground. 
 
    I’m dead, the soldier thought to himself. He hugged the ground, pressing his face as deep as it would go. 
 
    A deafening explosion rent the air. The X-ship disappeared in a fireball detonation. The last exploding APEX bullet must have reached the fuel. The blast blew the anti-personnel packets far away. Only one of them exploded, the razor-sharp flechettes raining six hundred meters to the soldier’s left. 
 
    The X-ship fireball caught the rising cargo hauler. Thousands of tons of X-ship metal struck the hauler like shrapnel. The hauler blew over backward like a stranded turtle. The gravity units couldn’t save it. 
 
    The soldier crawled backward, landing in the narrow trench he’d dug with an entrenching tool. He waited, hoping to avoid the worst in his— 
 
    Every thought vanished as the next explosive sound was beyond deafening. The blast seemed to pierce his body and make his bones rattle in his flesh. There was intense light and heat, such heat. The soldier did not try to breathe, as he would have seared his lungs if he’d been able to suck down the intensely hot air. All around him, thuds and smacks and shaking ground told him of metal pieces landing from the destroyed cargo hauler. 
 
    In his narrow trench, the soldier endured. He’d beaten Rohan Mars. He’d beaten the Web-Mind below, and he had beaten Cyborg Pilot Tara Alor. That all felt good and righteous. The only real dilemma was that he was all alone in the future era. And as had been written long ago in the Good Book: “It is not good for the man to be alone.” 
 
    The soldier sighed, wondering if he was even going to be alive several minutes from now to worry about it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The soldier did survive the next several minutes because he waited it out in the narrow trench. Finally, he dared peer up. Crackling fire burned everywhere as great clouds of smoke billowed skyward. 
 
    Cade sat up, testing the air. He could breathe, but for how long? Were there toxins in the air? He suspected there might be. 
 
    Climbing out of the trench, he shouldered the Gyroc rifle and sling pouch, and started hoofing it out of the area. A large grass fire had begun, forcing him to hurry. 
 
    The X-ship and cargo hauler were torn, shredded hulks. If there was a mothership up there, would they send another hauler down to investigate, or would they launch a nuclear missile and destroy the evidence? Surely, a careful search of the wreck by others would give clues to the tech company’s identity. Clearly, the company believed it could not afford that and had already gone to extreme lengths to keep its identity secret. Why stop taking extreme measures now? 
 
    Cade trekked several kilometers before he rested. He was tired and thirsty. It was doubtful he could trek far enough to escape a nuclear blast, but he could damn well try. 
 
    After ten minutes, he climbed to his feet and continued hiking. He needed water and food, and it would be preferable to avoid any Nian or nomadic Vargs. 
 
    He wasn’t thinking about surviving long-term on Avalon IV yet. He was still processing his victory. Rohan Mars and Tara Alor were destroyed and dead. How long would— 
 
    Cade had been keeping an eye on the sky. His vigilance finally paid off. He spied a dark speck high up there. Glancing around, he saw a short tree on the same slope he traversed. He hurried while watching the speck grow. He slid under the tree, dumping the rifle and sling pouch onto the ground. From there, he watched. 
 
    The speck grew into another cargo hauler. Too soon, the hauler disappeared from view as it dipped below the horizon. 
 
    Cade lay on his back and waited. It took more than an hour. Finally, though, he spied the hauler leaving the surface. Did it have missiles or nuclear bombs? He didn’t know. If the crew launched one, he was far too close to survive. 
 
    The cargo hauler soon dwindled to a mere speck in the sky and then disappeared from view. 
 
    Immediately, Cade slung the rifle and sling pouch onto a shoulder and began hoofing it briskly. He wondered if the mothership would wait until the hauler reached her before launching a missile. What kind of nuclear-tipped missile would they use…one kiloton or one hundred megatons or something in between? 
 
    The answer could spell life or death. 
 
    Time passed as Cade strode up hill and down. He began to run, panting, trying to put more distance between him and ground zero. 
 
    Hours passed and still no missile streaked down from the heavens. 
 
    He halted at a stream and drank until his stomach was bloated with water. He had two canteens and filled them. Once done, he started jogging. Distance, he needed distance. Intervening hills could make a huge difference, unless the androids used a high burst detonation of many megatons. 
 
    The sun sank into the heavens, and still Cade trekked. Three hours after sunset, he noticed a streak in the starry sky. He stopped as his chest rose and fell, his skin lathered with sweat. 
 
    He looked around and spied rocks. He raced there, threw down the rifle and sling pouch. He took out the entrenching tool and rammed the blade in, threw dirt and rammed the steel spade into rocky soil a second time. Sweat dripped from his nose as he dug. He did not look in the direction of the missile and ground zero. The flash could well blind him if he did. 
 
    Something frighteningly bright filled the sky. Cade threw himself at the half-made trench and covered the back of his head with his hands. He squeezed his eyes shut as he pressed his nose against dirt and waited. How far had he traveled from ground zero? He estimated thirty or more kilometers at least. He hoped it was a ground detonation of only a few kilotons. 
 
    He heard a thunderous sound, and in time, the fury of the nuclear explosion sent howling hot winds over him. Given his distance from the impact—he sagged in relief, suspecting the mothership had used a smaller warhead. It might even have been a so-called “clean” warhead, which might mean less radiation for him to endure. 
 
    He might survive the blast as he had likely traveled far enough and it had been small enough. 
 
    When the wind ceased, Cade gathered his supplies and started hoofing it again. There would be fallout. The farther he was away, the more chance he had of surviving all of it. 
 
    He grunted. Life was a long shot, but he had nothing else to do at the moment, so why the hell not try to survive? The greatest of prizes lay ahead of him: finding his stasis-sleeping wife someday. In this, he would take one day at a time. If he had to, he would take one moment at a time. Thus, Cade pushed himself, hurrying through the night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    From his spacesuit inside the Descartes, Dr. Halifax watched the teardrop-shaped vessel start for deep space. 
 
    Halifax had witnessed the second cargo hauler leave the main ship and return from the planet. He’d seen the missile launched at Avalon IV and had followed it down on the sensor scope. The pinprick surface flash had indicated a small nuclear warhead. 
 
    “Bastards,” Halifax said through gritted teeth. They were destroying potentially profitable items. He’d waited all this time, and now there would be nothing to collect? 
 
    Since then, the doctor had calmed down. He was still alive. He now watched the enemy ship head out. Even better, the teardrop-shaped vessel had not left any space mines or missiles behind. The farther away the tech-company ship traveled, the greater velocity it reached. 
 
    Halifax waited two more days before he acted. Finally, he restarted the main engine and put everything back online. Soon, it was warm enough in the scout so he could shed the spacesuit. 
 
    The teardrop-shaped vessel was already half a billion kilometers away, and the planet presently blocked a direct line-of-sight between them. The doctor drummed his fingers on the flight console. Should he go down? Had the androids or tech people left a nasty surprise for him? Could Cade possibly be alive after all this time? 
 
    “If anyone could,” Halifax muttered, “it would be Mr. Tough-Guy Soldier.” 
 
    Halifax engaged the thruster, heading for the planet’s upper atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As he sat at the controls, Halifax’s heart fluttered like a frightened hummingbird’s. He’d passed through the upper atmosphere without a hitch. Now, he descended through thicker air pressure as winds buffeted the scout. Yes, the ex-Patrol craft could do this, but not easily. Survival probably demanded a better pilot than himself. Manfully, however—in his own mind, at least—Halifax continued the descent. 
 
    A new problem arose, one he hadn’t thought of before. How was he going to find Cade? If the soldier were dead, he’d never know precisely. If the soldier lived— 
 
    “It’s always something,” Halifax complained. 
 
    He approached ground zero, finding it easily enough, as it was not only devoid of vegetation but had a distinctive blast crater. Hmm, look at that: the androids had used a nuclear weapon. He’d known that, of course, but seeing the effects up close was different. The androids played for keeps. Maybe he should forget about Avalon IV and its secrets. Survival was the thing. 
 
    In the end, curiosity prevailed over the doctor’s common sense. Maybe that was why he’d originally accepted a Group Six offer as a case officer. He had an inner itch to know things, the more secret, the greater the itch. It frankly tickled his vanity to know what others did not. 
 
    Here I am, the only technologically advanced person on Avalon IV, a proscribed planet. 
 
    Frankly, it was a thrill, particularly as he didn’t have to worry about immediate death. However, thrills weren’t worth credits, now were they? He needed saleable secrets. He could tell the Patrol or Director Titus what had happened down here. Would the Director believe and reinstate him? 
 
    Halifax believed the Director would. Knowledge was critical. What about Cade, though? Did he owe the thug anything? Could the soldier have survived the nuclear device? 
 
    Halifax rubbed his jaw as he stared at the blast crater. Why had the tech people or androids failed down here? The first two ships had not left the surface. The nuke must have obliterated them, one of the reasons for the nuke. Yes, the two ships must have become unrecoverable. That indicated something or someone had fought and damaged them. Cade must have done something to them, somehow. 
 
    I’ll keep looking for the grunt, the doctor decided. But I have to figure out a way to find him fast. What makes the most sense? 
 
    In the end, he decided on a deliberate search pattern, using the nuked area as his pivot point. 
 
    Halifax spent the next three days searching. He used the gravity units to float the scout, always keeping a nervous eye on how much fuel he had left. The scout crisscrossed back and forth, flying a hundred meters or so above the surface. He saw Varg nomads, Nian tribesmen, herds of herbivores and some of the big predators. He recorded the locations of the Vargs and Nian, and would check on them later for prisoners. Before he did that, however— 
 
    An aerial explosion in front of the scout caused Halifax to jerk in his seat. He was under attack! His heart hammered as something tiny climbed into the sky. It exploded as well. 
 
    He readied the .50 calibers and paused. The blasts hadn’t been too near. Maybe he wasn’t actually under attack. Using a zoom function on his viewer—Halifax laughed with relieved delight. This was unbelievable! He began manipulating the controls, taking the Descartes down. 
 
    The ship gently settled onto grassland. Soon, an outer hatch opened, Halifax looked around until he spotted a big soldier limping toward him—Cade, of course. The man carried a huge rifle on his back. He looked worn and haggard, but the soldier nodded, marching up to the hatch several meters above his head. 
 
    “Dr. Halifax, I presume,” the soldier said dryly. 
 
    Halifax frowned. “Don’t you recognize me, Cade?” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “Of course, I do. It’s an old joke, many millennia old. I’m truly glad to you see, Doctor. Thanks for coming back and looking for me. I’m delightfully surprised.” 
 
    “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Halifax said. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right. Do you have a ladder so I can join you?” 
 
    “Of course.” Halifax pressed a switch and a ladder descended to the ground. 
 
    Cade climbed up as Halifax moved back inside. The two men shook hands. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Count on it,” Cade said. “First, though, let’s get out of here. We don’t want the Patrol to catch us. Are the tech people gone?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have come down otherwise.” 
 
    Cade paused before heading deeper into the scout. He looked back at the scenery, at waving grass. He’d survived the mission onto Avalon IV. Now, he could begin looking for his wife, Raina Cade. Talking to this Director G.T. Titus of Group Six might be a good start. He’d have to research the idea. 
 
    Cade retracted the ladder and shut the hatch. Then, he hurried to the piloting chamber. It was a good thing he’d shown Halifax mercy before. He nodded. That had been a very good thing indeed, worth remembering. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    The Descartes left the proscribed planet without incident and in time departed the Avalon System using the cranky Intersplit drive. During the journey, Cade and Halifax debated ideas in the piloting chamber. 
 
    “I could go directly to Earth and request an audience with Director Titus.” 
 
    “You could, you could,” Halifax tentatively agreed from the flight controls. 
 
    “You don’t think that would be a good idea?” 
 
    “In truth, I do not.” 
 
    The soldier frowned. “Can you explain your reasoning?” 
 
    “Director Titus is ruthless, and Earth is weak militarily compared to the Concord worlds.” 
 
    “Meaning what exactly for me?” 
 
    “The Director holds his few advantages close to the chest. Group Six is a spy and assassination agency. Secrecy and duplicity are two of its most powerful weapons. Having Ultras as secret agents is a plus. Look how you fared against the Web-Mind, Tara Alor and Rohan Mars.” 
 
    Cade considered that. 
 
    Halifax added, “If I were Director Titus with his mindset…I’d figure out a way to reinstate you in his service.” 
 
    Cade touched the spot on the back of his head where a tiny piece of his skull had been removed, then replaced and sprayed with quick-heal. “You mean put another retooled cyborg obedience chip in my brain and give me a new mission with a new personality?” 
 
    “If I had more obedience chips that is exactly what I’d do as the Director,” Halifax said. 
 
    “That would likely erase everything I learned this mission.” 
 
    Halifax pointed at him. “Now you’re beginning to understand the risks.” 
 
    Cade stared pensively out of the polarized window. So how could he successfully penetrate Group Six or slip onto Earth and discover the whereabouts of the ancient stasis units they’d plundered? He eyed Halifax. “Did the Director ever indicate that he had more sleeping Ultras?” 
 
    “Not to me.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea whether Group Six has more like me in storage?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Halifax said. “I don’t. Let me add something else. If you’re going to take a crack at Earth, I can’t go with you as I don’t dare do anything that Titus might construe as anti-Group Six.” 
 
    Cade drummed his fingers on a console. Waging an underground operation against Group Six sounded like a risky proposition. Still, Director Titus had information he wanted. Others might have that information as well, but he didn’t know who they were and thus couldn’t ask them. The doctor had some understanding about Group Six, yet the man clearly was more interested in self-preservation than going head-to-head against the secret Earth agency. Besides, it would be a long voyage to Earth from this part of the Orion Arm. The scout wouldn’t make it without endless refueling stops and several more overhauls, and they needed to get the Intersplit engine fixed. If he left Halifax behind, how did he know the doctor wouldn’t send word ahead to Director Titus? 
 
    Maybe Halifax understood the direction of the soldier’s thinking. The small man was carefully studying the bigger, finally inhaling and then exhaling as he said, “Say, uh, Cade, we never did learn the identity of the tech company. We have a few clues that could possibly help others figure it out. But we’re also in the dark as to where the tech company is, or even the planet where its buildings stand.” 
 
    Cade squinted thoughtfully. “I suspect our best clue is the androids themselves. Think about it. Whoever manufactures such androids becomes a likely candidate.” 
 
    “Logical, logical,” Halifax muttered. 
 
    “But that wasn’t your point, was it?” 
 
    “No…no, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Halifax blurted, “Now that you’re back, are you thinking about rescinding our former agreement?” 
 
    “What are you talking about—oh, you mean regarding the scout?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    After a few seconds of thought, a tired smile spread across Cade’s face. “The scout is yours, Doctor. I gave it to you, and I keep my word—much as I need the scout.” 
 
    Halifax nodded vigorously. “I know you’re a man of integrity, deep integrity. Your word is more than solid; it’s as heavy as lead.” 
 
    “Your point?” Cade asked with an edge to his voice. 
 
    “What are you going to do next? Head to Earth? Try to find those androids?” 
 
    Cade shrugged. 
 
    Halifax seemed to struggle with himself before he said, “Look, about Earth, your wife might not even be alive after all this time.” 
 
    The tired smile evaporated as Cade’s features hardened. 
 
    “Of course,” Halifax said hastily, “she was in stasis like you, at least long ago, you said. Jack Brune was in stasis and you were in stasis with him. Thus, the chances are good your wife is alive somewhere, most likely ‘sleeping’ on Earth, waiting for her chance to help Group Six.” 
 
    Cade nodded curtly, weary of the doctor’s prattling voice. 
 
    Did Halifax notice? He changed the topic as he said, “It was funny about Tara Alor being from the ancient Cyborg War like you. I wonder how many other gold mines are lying around like on Avalon IV.” 
 
    “Gold mines?” 
 
    “You know, finders keepers, selling off ancient tech—that kind of thing.” Halifax glanced sidelong at Cade. “Maybe you could figure out their locations from your time back in the day. You know, remembering hot spots or where the cyborgs—or your side, too—kept secret weapons.” 
 
    Cade grunted noncommittally. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Halifax said. “You’re not interested at the moment. But let me ask you this: do you think anything valuable might have survived the nuke deep underground in the Avalon IV crypt?” 
 
    Cade stared at Halifax before shaking his head. “Poking around in evil places—you’re thinking about this all wrong. If the cyborgs ever reemerge in this era with Web-Minds, cyborg troopers and chop-shops—” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Halifax said, interrupting. “What’s a chop-shop?” 
 
    A faraway stare made it obvious Cade peered into the past for the answer. “A chop-shop is a giant gruesome machine that takes ordinary humans, peeling off their skin and discarding useless bones and organs and grafting machine parts onto what’s left, turning them into the dreaded zombie cyborg troopers.” 
 
    Halifax shivered. “That’s sick. You come from a horrifying past. You’re right. I hope the cyborgs stay dead forever.” 
 
    Once more, Cade became pensive. “Perhaps I owe it to this era to go to the Patrol and tell them everything that happened to us.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, slow down a moment,” Halifax said. “You’re right. The cyborgs are, or were, horrible. But you already fought them back in the day and here on Avalon IV. Before we do any more, or the Patrol locks us up, let’s find your wife. You saved this era a horror show. We all owe it to you to help you reunite with your love.” 
 
    Cade rubbed the back of his neck. What was the correct action? He was a soldier and would always resist the cyborgs. Yet, he dearly loved his wife. He missed her beyond words. 
 
    The scout shuddered, the Intersplit engine having a hiccup. That interrupted the conversation. Fortunately, the hiccup smoothed out almost immediately. Still, it showed both men the Intersplit needed to be in better working order. 
 
    After checking the Intersplit settings, Halifax raised his eyebrows and peered at Cade speculatively. “I appreciate you giving me the scout, but this thing could end up being a money pit. To keep it in tiptop condition will take credits, thousands, tens of thousands of credits. If we’re going to Earth in the Descartes, we need to figure out ways to drum up all those credits.” 
 
    “What? You told me you wouldn’t go to Earth.” 
 
    “Not on a secret mission,” Halifax said. “That would be disloyal of me to Group Six. Like you, I’m a man of honor.” 
 
    Cade raised his eyebrows. 
 
    That seemed to check the doctor as he opened his mouth, closed it for several seconds and finally tried again. “Thinking about your plight has touched my sense of justice. You saved this part of the Orion Arm from cyborgs. Now it’s time…time for others to help you.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Well, sir, once we reach the general vicinity of Earth, I could let you off. I’d go and talk to the Director and tell him what happened, and maybe find out if he’d sell you your wife, or make some kind of deal. But how you went about your business would be up to you.” 
 
    “I see,” Cade said. “That means you’d remain a Group Six case officer.” 
 
    “I’m just thinking out loud.” With an index finger, Halifax tapped his pursed lips. “You know…keeping the scout running costs credits as I just mentioned. If the scout can’t make the journey because it eventually breaks down, and we don’t have the funds for a refit—” Halifax shook his head and glanced sidelong at Cade, perhaps to see if his words had any impact. “Anyway,” he said a moment later, “if I were to sell the scout while it still has value, we could use some of the credits to book passage on a starliner. Without the scout, we wouldn’t have as much freedom of movement around Earth, but would that really matter?” 
 
    “It might,” Cade said. “Hmm. Suppose you kept the scout; how would we gain the needed funds for fuel and repairs?” 
 
    “Exactly. What could we sell for enough credits?” 
 
    “You’re driving at something, Doctor. Go ahead and tell me.” 
 
    “We don’t have much to sell but knowledge, right?” 
 
    “No. We don’t have anything to sell but for the scout and possibly some arcane, specialized knowledge.” 
 
    “What about that fancy rifle of yours?” 
 
    “The Gyroc?” 
 
    “Along with its shells,” Halifax said. “Think about it. We could find an arms dealer and sell him your weapon so he could copy it and make more. I don’t recall hearing about that kind of rifle before.” 
 
    Cade considered the idea. “Where could we find such an arms dealer?” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his hands together. “I happen to know about a gent on Sestos III. He’s rough and cagey, but I’m almost certain he’d love your Gyroc. If we can stay alive during the exchange, he’d likely pay us a handsome amount. We could split the profits and make our next decision after that. What do you say?” 
 
    “Is there no other way for us to gain credits?” 
 
    “I’m sure there are hundreds of ways. For instance, we could work honest jobs and save our credits. It would take longer, though, a hell of a lot longer—years.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said, “one way or another, I do need credits, and need them now. Very well, let’s give your idea a try.” 
 
    Halifax grinned. He remembered the arms dealer, a man named Tarragon Down. The otherwise crafty dealer had a thing about ancient artifacts. The Gyroc was that. He’d dealt with Tarragon before, too, as a known member of Group Six. 
 
    The doctor grinned. He didn’t intend to return to Earth, but Cade needn’t know that. One or two profitable ventures out here could set him up for life, and with him retaining the spaceship so he could flee far away to safer parts. First, though, he needed a great influx of funds. Yes, using Cade as backup in dealing with Tarragon Down would be wise. Cade could use his portion of the credits to book passage on a starliner, so he really wasn’t cheating the soldier, was he? 
 
    Halifax wasn’t certain he bought his line of reasoning, but he didn’t want to feel guilty, so he stopped thinking about the possibility that he was acting in bad faith. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    The problem with the idea of dealing with Tarragon Down ended up being one of distance. The Sestos System was a long way from their present location and the Intersplit engine kept acting up, hiccupping and stalling. If the Intersplit should hiccup its way to a breakdown, they could find themselves stranded in deep space for the rest of their lives, as it would take decades to reach the next star system without an FTL drive. 
 
    “It’s no good,” Halifax said in the engine compartment, the largest area in the scout. It had been a week since their decision. “I don’t know how to fix the hiccupping.” 
 
    Cade stood with his arms folded, scowling down at an open access hatch showing various coded indicators in blue lettering. The doctor had used the manual and tinkered with the Intersplit settings. That had made things worse instead of better. 
 
    “I thought DMR had fixed the Intersplit,” Cade finally said. 
 
    “I thought so, too,” Halifax said. “It seems they fooled us both.” 
 
    “It’s too risky for us trying to get all the way to the Sestos System with the Intersplit like this.” 
 
    Halifax fingered his chin before saying, “I think you’re right. We’ll have to reset it back to how it was and limp along.” 
 
    Cade scoffed. “You brought me here precisely to show me this. You have a proposal, I warrant—one I’m not going to like. This is the inducement to get me to agree.” 
 
    Halifax glanced at him. “Well…I do have an idea—if you want to hear it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Cade said. “I knew it. Sure. Let’s hear your idea.” 
 
    “If you feel that way about it, perhaps you really don’t want to hear.” 
 
    Cade waited. 
 
    Halifax finally cleared his throat. “Since I said I’d tell you, as a man of my word I will. The Durdane System is twenty-three light-years away. I happened to check the navigational chart before coming back here in order to make certain. I know of a place on Durdane II we could take the scout for repairs.” 
 
    “And they’ll fix the Intersplit engine?” 
 
    “As good as gold,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade eyed the duplicitous doctor. “I might as well ask, since I know there is one. What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The same as always: credits. For us, it always comes down to scraping together enough monies for the needed repairs.” 
 
    Cade nodded. He’d known that. There was obviously something more. He waited for the doctor to spit it out. 
 
    Halifax also waited, finally licked his lips, smiled and spread his hands. “It won’t be as much of a problem as ordinary on Durdane. I suspect all you’ll have to perform is a small task for a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I doubt that…” Cade said. “Not a small task, but a dirty one, like killing someone.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, killing might be a distinct possibility.” 
 
    A light went on in Cade’s brain. “Wait a minute. Are you talking about a Group Six station?” 
 
    “Would that make a difference?” 
 
    “You want me to pretend I’m a contract killer for hire and would hire out to Earth Intelligence, the people that used me like an automaton?” 
 
    “The word is cleaner, not killer. You’d be a contract cleaner. I’m almost certain they’d have a job for you.” 
 
    “You want me to murder others so we can keep the scout running?” 
 
    “Hey, Cade, what’s the big deal? You’re a soldier. You killed plenty of people this time around. Killing is your trade, no, your art form. There shouldn’t be a problem with this, right?” 
 
    The soldier moved fast, his right hand catching Halifax by the throat. Cade grunted, lifting the man one-armed off the floor so the doctor’s eyes were level with his. The soldier’s look of disgust was eloquent and final. With a heave, Cade cast Halifax sprawling onto the deckplates. 
 
    Halifax coughed as he massaged his throat. 
 
    “Despite what many think,” Cade said thickly, “a soldier isn’t a killer, a murderer—although there are times he kills in the line of duty. I will not coldly murder possible innocents for money like an assassin, and especially not for Earth Intelligence.” 
 
    Halifax raised a hand from on the floor. “Forget I mentioned it,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Still, we need credits for repairs. Do you have any other ideas?” 
 
    After a second of contemplation, Cade moved closer and silently held out a hand. 
 
    The doctor studied the hand and finally reached out. Cade pulled Halifax to his feet. 
 
    “I do have an idea,” Cade said. “It works on a similar principle.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. You’re not a…a cleaner you just said.” 
 
    “Surely, as a Group Six case officer far from Earth you’re privy to emergency funds.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Halifax said, as he shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re suggesting. Do you think Group Six has masses of credits it just freely hands out to its operatives? Accountants carefully track all expenditures. In time, an agent must give a full account and reason for using Earth funds. If the Chief Accountant finds an error—” The doctor shook his head again, more vigorously this time. 
 
    “Wouldn’t the Director want to know what happened on Avalon IV? Wouldn’t that be worth the emergency funds it cost for him to hear?” 
 
    “Cade! You don’t get it. I’ve done as well as I have because I get the jobs done while keeping costs down. You have no idea how—” 
 
    “Doctor,” Cade interrupted. “I’m not buying it. What you’re really telling me is that you don’t intend to remain a Group Six case officer. Therefore, you fear cheating the agency lest the Director send—cleaners to kill you later. That means your idea about traveling to Earth was false. It’s about time you tell me your real intentions.” 
 
    Halifax stared at him. “For a mountain of muscle, you sure do a lot of thinking. You’re wrong, though. There are serious complications tapping into Group Six emergency funding. It would be a risk for both of us. For one thing, it would put us on the charts, so to speak. I want to slip onto Earth unnoticed, But you and this damned scout are forcing my hand.” He stared at Cade. “There is one other…detail you may not realize. You guessed close to the bone a few days ago. Some of the Ultras have escaped their control chips before. That means teams are out here whose primary purpose is recapturing Ultras and bringing them back to Earth so they can become agents again.” 
 
    “Tools, you mean,” Cade said grimly, “tools with new obedience chips in their brains. When were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    “When did you plan to?” 
 
    “Sooner or later,” Halifax mumbled. “Let’s not make a big deal about it, huh?” 
 
    Cade thought about that. “Agreed. Let’s make a foolproof plan for collecting emergency funding. Then, let’s head to Durdane II, collect the needed credits and get the Intersplit working like it should. After that, we can be on our way.” 
 
    Halifax turned and touched his bruised throat. “Okay,” he said. “You’re forcing my hand. It’s not smart or wise. But this time, I don’t see an alternative. So let’s start planning as you suggested. We do this once, and we do it right.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
    The first twenty light-years to the Durdane System went smoothly enough. The last three were a nightmare of stop-go, stop-go-stop and waiting once for a week as Halifax tinkered with the Intersplit engine settings. Finally, however, the little scout that did, reached the Durdane System. It was heavily populated, one of the more powerful Concord members in this part of the Orion Arm. 
 
    A Patrol cruiser stopped them in the Kuiper Belt, going so far as to board and inspect the vessel. The bill of sale and purchase of the scout passed muster. They were asked about the incident in the Rigel System. Both men claimed no knowledge, and both men passed the lie detector test. Luckily, Halifax had known how to reset the automatic ship’s log, showing the Descartes leaving the Rigel System three weeks before the Helos space station blew up. 
 
    The voyage to Durdane II was routine after that. They gained orbital clearance, paying for a 48-hour pass. Once the 48 hours expired, they would have to leave unless they gained enough credits to purchase more orbital time or paid enough to dock at one of the space stations circling the green and yellow planet. 
 
    “Now it gets tricky,” Halifax said in the piloting chamber. 
 
    “We have our plan,” Cade said. “Let’s stick to it and leave it at that.” 
 
    Halifax produced his bank transfer card, a piece of plastic with the needed data encoded within. “This is the extent of our funding right here,” he said, shaking the card. “Once the funding is gone, I’ll have to sell the scout.” 
 
    “Doctor, why are you hesitating?” 
 
    Halifax looked up into Cade’s eyes. “I have a premonition. Something is going to go wrong down there.” He inclined his head toward the yellow desert on the planet below. 
 
    “Frankly,” Cade said, “I’m glad you feel that way. Every soldier does before a planetary drop. It helps keep him focused on what matters. Stick to the plan. If it fails, switch to the backup. We’ve planned for most eventualities.” 
 
    “Cade, do you trust me?” 
 
    “As far as I can throw you,” the soldier said. 
 
    Halifax touched his throat. “Well, I trust you with my ship. I’ve been wondering if you have secret funds and are waiting for me to leave so you can go your own way with the Descartes.” 
 
    “Doctor…if that was my plan, I wouldn’t bother waiting for you to go. You can do me more harm running free, going to Group Six with deadly intent against me than you would remaining in my company.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. Oh. The orbital shuttle is here.” 
 
    Through the polarized window, a big white shuttle maneuvered toward them. 
 
    Halifax held out his hand. Cade took it and they shook. Afterward, the two headed to the inner lock. 
 
    Soon, a shuttle tube linked with the scout’s outer exit hatch. A green light glowed. The soldier opened the inner hatch and watched the doctor enter, closing the hatch behind him. He wondered if the man could do his part as promised, as well as what the premonition really meant for the two of them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Halifax took one of the few empty seats on the crowded shuttle. He was thoughtful during reentry. He rechecked his motives at the spaceport as he purchased a rocket-plane seat for Garwiy, the system capital. The Group Six station was in Garwiy, known as the head office for Roguskhoi Metals of Jardeen. 
 
    He’d been a case officer for Earth Intelligence for many years. He’d earned plenty of credits and lived an interesting life. Did he really mean to defraud Group Six? If the Director discovered that, G-6 killers would likely trail him for the rest of his life. 
 
    In truth, Halifax hadn’t made his final decision regarding what he would tell Cade. Depending on the day, he had a different idea. Cade was an interesting Ultra, almost normal in some ways. Halifax could see ways to make a bundle using the super-soldier. The key, he decided, as the rocket plane came in for a landing at Garwiy International, was to remain flexible. In other words, he’d keep his options open for now. 
 
    He exited the large rocket plane and walked through the busy terminal. Outside, he hired a minicab to drive him to the city’s financial district. 
 
    The ride there was uneventful. The financial district boasted large glass towers that glittered with the rays from the two stars or suns. Clouds drifted in the pink sky as minicabs and motorized pacers jostled for position on the streets. There were horns, whistles and the occasional driver leaning out to shake his fist at those he thought recklessly stupid. 
 
    Upon exiting the minicab, Halifax paid a small tip, reclaimed his bank transfer card and went to a sidewalk kiosk where he purchased a tall mug of ale and roasted fen meat. Fortified for the deception, he walked briskly and entered the Octagon Tower. There, he took an elevator up to the 12th Floor. He reached a round lobby desk with an attractive orange-haired woman standing behind it. She smiled and asked him his business. 
 
    “This is Roguskhoi Metals, is it not?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is.” 
 
    Halifax nodded. “I want to start a RM franchise on Palasadran.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me.” He lowered his voice. “Check your code book.” 
 
    Seemingly confused, the woman opened a drawer and took out a small black book, flipping pages. “What was the name again, sir?” 
 
    “Palasadran.” 
 
    Her finger ran along a list of words. The finger stopped, and she looked up sharply. “Uh…if you’ll wait there in a chair, sir, I’m sure a RM representative will be along shortly to speak with you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Halifax said, going to a plush seat, sitting and waiting. 
 
    Several minutes later, two beefy security men with thick necks and wearing Garwiy business suits approached. 
 
    “Are you Dr. Halifax?” the larger of the two asked, a man with bitter gray eyes. 
 
    The doctor stood and held out his hand. 
 
    “Come with us,” the larger security man said, as he ignored the hand. 
 
    They walked briskly down a carpeted hall, entering the door at the end. The room contained three more doors. They took the one on the left, escorting Halifax to what looked like a police questioning room. There, Halifax found himself sitting on a steel chair as the two bruisers stepped back against a wall behind him. 
 
    A tall pale man in a brown suit and an aristocratic air entered. He did not use the other chair in the room, but switched on a bright swirling multicolored light aimed at Halifax’s eyes as he began questioning the doctor. 
 
    Halifax squinted, occasionally holding up a hand against the swirling lights, as they failed to hypnotize him as obviously intended. He spun a tale close to the truth, but with revisions as agreed earlier by Cade and him. According to the story, he had an injured and sedated Jack Brune aboard the scout. He was in a hurry to get Brune back to Earth and the Director as quickly as possible. For that, he needed an influx of credits to repair the Intersplit engine and any other possible emergencies along the way home. Halifax was certain the Director would want the scout, as it contained several cyborg items from Avalon IV sealed away for safekeeping. 
 
    The tall pale man asked many questions designed to trip up Halifax. That did not happen. At last, the pale man allowed himself the faintest of smiles as he switched off the hypnotic light. “All appears to be in order.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Halifax said. “If you could begin the transfer—” 
 
    “Just a moment, please,” the man said, extracting a small flat comm unit from his breast pocket. “I have a call.” The man put the unit against his left ear, listened and said, “Yes. Yes, I believe so.” He glanced at Halifax. “Right here,” the pale man said. “Ah. I see. Of course, it’s no problem at all. I’ll inform him.” 
 
    The man put away the slender comm device. He was no longer smiling. “If you’ll wait here, Doctor.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Halifax asked, knowing it was. 
 
    “All will become clear shortly,” the pale man said. He looked up and snapped his fingers. A moment later, he, along with the two security men, left the room. 
 
    Halifax heard the lock snick as they closed the door. He didn’t like this. Who had been on the comm? Why had the others left him by himself? What complication had just occurred? 
 
    Stay calm, Halifax told himself. Whatever it is, you can handle it. 
 
    The next ten minutes tested that belief. Finally, however, the lock snicked again and the door opened. 
 
    Halifax sat up, and his eyes goggled in disbelief. It was the dark-haired woman, the one he’d seen at the Sparta tourist shop, and more importantly, the one who’d helped him escape detention at the space station and gain access to the scout. She wore a metallic one-piece and seemed older than the last time he’d seen her. 
 
    She stopped short, perhaps not liking how he stared at her. She finally closed the door behind her, took the other chair and sat down so their knees almost touched. 
 
    “You’ve seen me before,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Halifax asked. “Don’t you remember the last time we spoke?” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    She stared at him coldly. “Dr. Halifax, I’m the one asking the questions. You desire a large influx of funds. But it appears to me that you’re on the run. I want to know why.” 
 
    He stared at her, not sure what to say. 
 
    She leaned back. “I’m Leona Quillian, the original.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Are you truly that dense? Don’t you understand the situation yet?” 
 
    Slowly, Halifax shook his head. This was a complication, maybe a truly bad one. Just what was going on here? 
 
    “I’m the Director’s cleaner,” she said quietly, “the one on your case.” 
 
    Halifax felt faint but tried not to show it. He smiled. It was a sickly thing. “The Director ordered a hit against me?” 
 
    “A conditional hit,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “If you failed to follow orders,” Quillian said, making a slicing motion across her throat. 
 
    “But I followed orders to the letter,” he said, his voice rising. 
 
    Quillian smiled faintly. “Somehow, I doubt that. Yet, you’re alive, so...” 
 
    “But why a hit? I have Brune in the ship under sedation. I collected several cyborg artifacts.” 
 
    “The Helos space station was destroyed while you were there,” Quillian said. “The report says that radioactive debris scattered over a large part of the planet.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you did. Who did?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why ask me?” Halifax said. “You were there. You would know better than I do.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “What?” Halifax asked, too loudly he realized. He needed to calm himself. “What did I say wrong?” 
 
    Quillian sighed. “Really, Doctor, you’re making this difficult. If you would just come clean, I could reconsider the need to eliminate you.” 
 
    “Brune went to the planet!” he shouted. “He did what the Director wanted. We’re on our way to Earth to deliver the goods.” 
 
    Quillian leaned forward and touched one of his knees. 
 
    Halifax jerked as something sharp pricked him through the pants fabric. He leaned forward, shoving her hand out of the way and rubbed his wounded knee. “What did you just do to me?” 
 
    Quillian leaned back, watching him. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” he said, getting up. 
 
    Quillian stood, too, and shoved him back down onto the chair. 
 
    Halifax felt lightheaded, landing on his butt with a thump. “You drugged me,” he accused. 
 
    Quillian said nothing. 
 
    “I’m an official case officer of Group Six,” he said. “I’m on a secret mission by the express orders—” 
 
    “Stop,” Quillian said sternly. “Stop it now.” 
 
    Halifax bent his head, rubbing it, groaning. This was a disaster. She’d drugged him. 
 
    “Doctor,” she said. 
 
    He looked up. The roomed seemed to spin. He was going to be sick. He turned to the side and vomited. 
 
    “Here,” she said, giving him a handkerchief. 
 
    He thanked her and dabbed his mouth. He still felt strange, but vomiting helped. He didn’t feel as sick anymore. 
 
    “Look at me, Doctor.” 
 
    He did. She had stern, uncompromising features. 
 
    “Now, tell me what really happened.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m Leona Quillian.” 
 
    “You said the original.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who did I see at the space station?” 
 
    “One of my clones,” Quillian said. 
 
    “Clones…?” 
 
    Quillian nodded. “I’m the most successful G-6 cleaner for a reason. When an operation strikes me as particularly dangerous, I send a clone in lieu of myself. I have not heard back from her. Given the situation, I believe someone killed her. Did you do that, Doctor?” 
 
    “No,” he slurred. 
 
    “Did…Jack Brune?” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. 
 
    Her dark eyes become penetrating. “Did the Ultra substituted for Jack Brune kill my clone?” 
 
    “No,” Halifax slurred. 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Your clone was on the station when we left. Perhaps she died in the explosion.” 
 
    “Is Jack Brune still alive?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is Brune’s Ultra replacement?” 
 
    “Do you mean Marcus Cade?” 
 
    “Yes, I do mean him. Is he still alive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he aboard the Descartes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he drugged or incapacitated like you said earlier?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What is he doing?” 
 
    “Waiting to capture anyone who comes aboard with me,” Halifax said in a mechanical voice. He couldn’t help himself, as if someone else were speaking. 
 
    “It’s as I thought. You’re on the run.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” Halifax said truthfully. 
 
    “Ah, yes. The Director told me you’re exceptionally deceitful. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to have you back. Unfortunately, now that you know my little secret, I can’t let you live.” 
 
    “But you promised.” 
 
    She laughed. “Like you, Doctor, I lie sometimes.” 
 
    There came a sharp knock at the door. The sound startled Halifax. 
 
    Quillian turned, staring at the door suspiciously. 
 
    The knock came again, louder this time. 
 
    “Enter,” Quillian said. “It’s not locked.” 
 
    The door opened and a big man with short blond hair and steely blue eyes stepped into the room holding a small gun. Quillian jumped up as the intruder aimed and fired knockout slivers from a needler. The frozen ice slivers failed to penetrate her metallic one-piece. Quillian stared in shock at her garment. Then she regained her poise, looking up just in time to see a big fist flash at her jaw. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
    The Group Six woman’s eyelids fluttered as she stretched out full length onto the floor of the interrogation room. 
 
    Cade hardly felt his bruised knuckles as he studied the watching doctor. He hadn’t trusted Halifax, and had taken a second shuttle after the doctor departed. Cade had landed at the same spaceport and taken another rocket plane to Garwiy. In the city, he’d hurried to the financial district and gone directly to the Octagon Tower. 
 
    At that point, the secret locator sticky on a numbed area of the doctor’s skin must have shorted. The tiny unit in Cade’s hand had beeped, indicating it had lost the signal. 
 
    He’d numbed a small area on the doctor’s back yesterday and attached the sticky as the other slept. 
 
    Cade expected a loss of signal at some point, as he was dealing with a notorious spy agency. He’d studied a purchased schematic of the Octagon Tower and 12th Floor during the rocket-plane trip. As the soldier moved along a sidewalk outside the tower, he accelerated his timetable. 
 
    The needler he carried was a specialty weapon. He’d found it a week ago in the doctor’s quarters, carefully searching those quarters as the doctor tried to reset the Intersplit engine. The ice slivers were biodegradable and melted in flesh. A needler could hold over two hundred shots before reloading. 
 
    As Cade had walked through the Main Floor, Octagon Tower lobby, he’d decided on a frontal attack, hitting the Group Six station in one fell swoop. That meant every present operative in the fake headquarters for Roguskhoi Metals on the 12th Floor was drugged and asleep. They hadn’t known what hit them as Cade charged from room to room, firing, drugging and sleeping everyone indiscriminately. 
 
    Now that the dark-haired woman was unconscious, Cade pumped a few sleep slivers into her, too. 
 
    Afterward, he stared at a blinking Halifax. “Are you sick?” Cade asked. 
 
    It seemed to take effort for the doctor to part his lips. “She gave me truth serum. Why are you here, Cade?” 
 
    “I’m your back up.” 
 
    “We already had a backup plan.” 
 
    “This is the real one.” 
 
    “But…but…you lied to me.” 
 
    “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Bad, really bad. You used me.” 
 
    “I’m saving your life.” 
 
    Halifax blinked several more times. “What happens now?” 
 
    “We’re going to find out.” Cade pulled Halifax to his feet. “Tell me, Doctor, where would they keep cash, credit notes?” 
 
    “Uh…I have a few ideas.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s get to work before the slivers wear off.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill them?” 
 
    Cade didn’t answer that as he shoved Halifax toward the door. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot,” the doctor said. “So-called needless killing is against your precious ethics.” 
 
    “I’m betting on Group Six’s need for anonymity on Durdane,” Cade said. “We’ll get the Intersplit repaired and be on our way.” 
 
    “Anonymity or not, they’ll certainly report this to the Director.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cade said. “I took the liberty of erasing everything in their monitoring system.” 
 
    “Octagon Tower will have a similar system.” 
 
    “Enough already,” Cade said, forcing Halifax to walk faster down the corridor and step over a body lying on the carpeted floor. “Earth Intelligence used me. That means they owe me these funds. If they’re wise, the station personnel will stay out of my way once they wake up. Next time, I won’t be so nice.” 
 
    “This is nice?” Halifax asked, indicating more drugged, unconscious bodies lying on the floor of the next room. 
 
    “I didn’t kill them. The credit notes, Doctor. We need them in order to pay for repairs.” 
 
    “They’ll never let this go.” 
 
    “For their sakes, they’d better hope that I do.” 
 
    Halifax turned and stared at Cade. “Is that the famed Ultra arrogance?” 
 
    Cade ignored the question as he checked his chronometer. He wanted to grab the credit notes—cash—and get off planet within two hours. It would take the station personnel time to recover from the amount of sleep drug he’d pumped into their bodies. He planned to go to an outer system orbital yard, making it harder for the G-6 people here to interfere. 
 
    First, though, he needed the cash. If anyone should have large amounts lying around, it would be a spy agency on a foreign planet. 
 
    It took several tries, but Halifax found wads of bills in a false bottom of a large desk drawer. They filled two briefcases with the notes and headed for the elevator. 
 
    So far, there hadn’t been any triggered alarms. In fact, they made it to the rocket plane, landing at the spaceport. 
 
    A personal comm unit began beeping as they hurried through the huge terminal building. 
 
    “Should I answer?” Halifax asked, holding up a small comm unit he pulled from a pocket. 
 
    “Here,” Cade said, extending an open hand. 
 
    After a second, the doctor handed it over. 
 
    “Hello?” Cade said into the comm unit. 
 
    “You made a terrible mistake, Doctor,” a woman said. 
 
    “This is—Brune,” Cade said. 
 
    “I know you’re not Jack Brune,” the woman said, likely Quillian. “Brune died over a year ago on Helos.” 
 
    Cade motioned for Halifax to keep heading for the ticket counter. Then he said into the comm unit, “While on Avalon IV, we eliminated a Web-Mind.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “Tell the Director what I said. A Web-Mind—” 
 
    “I know what it is,” Quillian practically snarled. “You said you found one on Avalon IV?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s dead?” 
 
    “Completely,” Cade said. 
 
    Quillian was silent for a moment. “Listen, whoever you really are, you need to come in from the cold. Earth needs you.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Quillian said. “On your own, you’ll never leave the Durdane System alive. Do you think we can afford to let your kind run free?” 
 
    “I’m no threat to Earth.” 
 
    “The hell you say. Look at what you did to us. You just waltzed in like a hurricane. No one but a…a someone like you, could do that.” 
 
    “Cyborg troopers would have been much worse,” Cade said. 
 
    “Come in from the cold. I’ll escort you personally to Earth.” 
 
    “Don’t try to stop me, Leona Quillian. If you do, the Director will learn about your clone games. How do you think he’ll feel about that?” 
 
    She was silent for several heartbeats until she said, “Listen. You’d better listen closely to—” 
 
    Cade clicked off the comm, pocketing it. 
 
    “Hey,” Halifax said. “That’s mine. Give it back.” 
 
    Cade pointed at the ticket counter. “We’re leaving, Doctor. She told me to tell you goodbye. She said she’ll miss us.” 
 
    “Cade, let’s rethink this. Now that—” 
 
    Cade shoved the doctor to the ticket counter. It was time to leave Durdane II and get the Intersplit repaired. Then, in time, he would arrange a meeting with Director G. T. Titus. One way or another, Cade was going to find his wife. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Cade and Dr. Halifax made it onto an orbital shuttle and reached the Descartes. From there, they flew to Durdane VIII and an orbital repair yard. It took two and a half weeks for engineers to fix the Intersplit. That used up most of the credit notes they’d liberated from the secret stash on the 12th Floor of the Octagon Tower. 
 
    Afterward, they headed out-system far enough to engage the Intersplit. They hadn’t heard from Roguskhoi Metals or from Leona Quillian. They scoured the ship for hidden locators or trackers, finding none. 
 
    “We did it,” Cade said as the green Intersplit Field circled the scout. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Halifax muttered from the pilot seat. 
 
    Cade nodded. They’d won the first round against the secret tech company and against Group Six. Cade didn’t really care about either. What he wanted— 
 
    “Raina,” he whispered, while staring out the polarized window at the stars. Was his wife Raina still alive? The ache in his chest…he was going to find out, on that, he vowed. And Heaven help anyone that tried to get in his way. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed The Soldier: The X-Ship. If you liked the book and would like to see more in this universe, please put up some stars and a review. If you’d rather see more of Captain Maddox, don’t worry, the next Lost Starship novel will be coming out this winter. 
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