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    I sat alone in front of glass—or its Antaran equivalent—and stared at Saturn. This close, the rings looked fantastic. Our unmoored space station orbited the gas giant about midway between Saturn’s 82 moons. 
 
    There was a loud crunching noise as I ate one pickle-flavored cracker at a time. I’d almost finished a small box of them. I’d found the box in a hidden storage unit yesterday and had kept the crackers for myself. 
 
    I admit that was selfish, but my metabolism ran hotter and faster than anyone else’s here. Plus, I’d saved Earth from disaster a little over a month ago under the Antarctica ice shelf. I figured I deserved a few rewards. 
 
    I knew the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot had arrived at the outer edges of our Solar System. We had seen the bright plume of its deceleration several weeks ago. Through his internal com-link, my crystalline buddy Rax had told me the captain said I could join the Galactic Guard as a cadet. Debby had said yes when I proposed, and she would join me in the alien service. Jenna of CAU would also join us in the Guard. 
 
    I pulled out another cracker and popped it into my mouth. I didn’t particularly care for pickles and thus didn’t like the taste—this was an Antaran food. Antarans of the Institute had presumably built the station, stocked it and had precipitously fled before our arrival over a month ago, but that was another story, one I’ve already told. The box of crackers was the thing today, and I was ravenous and had actually started losing weight. Until the Ocelot docked, we were stuck here. Therefore, we’d started rationing food because there were too many of us on the station. 
 
    I sighed as I leaned back in my chair and stared at Saturn again. The Ocelot was still too far to see with the naked eye, now that it no longer used hard deceleration. 
 
    Saturn’s famous rings were mostly made of ice particles with a smaller amount of rocky debris and dust. Rax had told me that just before he’d fallen silent. I don’t know why the little crystal wouldn’t speak to me anymore. I must have pissed him off somehow. 
 
    I shrugged, fishing around for another cracker. 
 
    I was sick of the food rationing, sick of being around so many people in a confined space, and sick of the fact that Sand was running me off Earth and out of the Solar System. 
 
    I know. Some of that might not make sense to a few of you. Sand was an ancient construct I’d found a little over a month ago deep underground the Utah salt flats. He wanted me back on Earth so he could shove a control unit into my brain and question me about what had happened in Antarctica. Naturally, I wished to avoid that, especially as Sand planned to kill me afterward so I would keep his great secret secret. Thus, I planned to leave the Solar System forever and could only do that by becoming a cadet in the Galactic Guard. 
 
    With a hand in the cracker box, I fished around, but only felt a few crumbs. I removed my hand and peered into the box. I’d eaten all the crackers. 
 
    The problem was that I was still hungry.  
 
    I shook the box until all the crumbs were in a corner. Then, I tilted the box and poured the crumbs into my mouth. The pickle taste was stronger, but I chewed and swallowed anyway. 
 
    Afterward, I was unbelievably thirsty. There had been too much salt on the crackers. I wanted something better than water, too. Beer would have been a thousand times more enjoyable. Whiskey—I don’t know what I would have been willing to give in exchange for a fifth of Wild Turkey. 
 
    I tossed the box over my shoulder and began to pick the biggest crumbs off my chest, popping them into my mouth. 
 
    Some of the people stuck here were aliens, Tosks, to be exact, huge werewolf-like creatures that had served the Antaran geniuses that had fled the station. I’d forced the Tosks into prison cells, as they had started to get antsy and demanding, and they were big, dumb, alien soldier brutes, not the kind of guys to let run loose. There were also giant robots locked away in a vault. The robots belonged to Sand—his enforcers, you might say, so I’d return to Earth. 
 
    That left about forty CAU personnel along with Debby and me. CAU was Earth’s Counter Alien Unit. I used to believe the U.S. Government had set up the unit. Now, I knew Sand had done that. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. 
 
    As I leaned back in the chair, I felt around for a water bottle. 
 
    I brought the plastic bottle to me, twisted off the cap and guzzled the water. I crumpled the plastic afterward and twisted the cap back on, tossing that behind me, too. 
 
    You ever have the feeling that something was off? Of course, you have. We all feel that now and again. Now, I know I’d said last time that the Director of CAU was cured and everyone got back home. That might have been a little premature. I figured with the Ocelot coming that everything would end well. 
 
    These days, I still had a feeling that something was off but couldn’t quite put my finger on what. 
 
    I sat alone in here trying to figure it out. Two weeks ago, Debby had said she would marry me, but was this really the right time for that? We were going to be in a transition period, cadets in the Galactic Guard service. 
 
    For anyone joining my adventures at this point, I’ll just tell you that metaphorically I was like an old Western character stumbling through the desert, one who’d found a U.S. Marshal dead in his bedroll. I’d taken the star, pinning it to my chest, cinched his six-shooters around my waist, put on his boots and ridden his horse into town, proclaiming myself the new marshal. In actuality, several years ago, I’d found a tiny crystal entity named Rax, a Galactic Guard shuttle crash-landed on Earth—it could act as a submarine or spaceship—and had undergone gene therapy. That therapy had made me stronger and able to heal faster and better than normal. Afterward, I’d acted like the Galactic Guard sheriff of Earth, stopping several alien incursions or invasions. 
 
    Earth and the Solar System were off-limits under Galactic law. Our planet was something of a preserve, not so much because humans were stupider than aliens but because of ancient, historical reasons that included the godlike Polarions of legend. 
 
    Anyway, I’d lost the Guard ship in Antarctica. But that didn’t matter if I was leaving the Solar System. 
 
    I scowled at the rings of Saturn. Rings, ring, wedding, my own—was that the problem? Debby had started acting differently about a week ago, becoming cold toward me. 
 
    Hey, don’t get me wrong. Debby was a wonderful woman. I wouldn’t have asked her to marry me otherwise. We’d had fun together. But she had been an alien slave for a heck of a long time, a captive to a Neanderthal and a Homo habilis and later an Antaran prisoner. Could any of them have fiddled with her—I don’t know—her personality? Or was her strangeness showing up due to the close confinement? 
 
    A loud knock on the hatch interrupted my thinking. My carefully balanced chair tipped back, and I windmilled my arms so I wouldn’t fall. 
 
    The hatch slid up. I looked to see who was bothering me, and my chair crashed back against the deck, throwing me so I sprawled into a heap. 
 
    Jenna Jones put her hands on her hips and stared at me. She was a tall beauty with blue eyes, long dark hair and a statuesque figure. She also happened to be a CAU field agent and took herself quite seriously. She wore Antaran coveralls and had found a cap to screw onto her head, and she kept a blaster belted at her side. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and noticed her frowning at me, at my chest in particular. 
 
    I looked down and noticed a bunch of crumbs on my chest. I brushed them off and gave her a grin. 
 
    She glanced at the cracker box and then at me again. “We all agreed to eat in the main area so there would be no cheating.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “The rules don’t include you?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked. 
 
    She stepped into the compartment and the hatch slid shut behind her. She glanced at Saturn, and her gaze stayed on the rings. 
 
    “It’s crazy that we’re the ones who made it out here,” I said. 
 
    “Not really,” she said, focusing on me again. The frown reappeared, as if I had been found wanting in some way. 
 
    I righted the chair and put a booted foot on the seat, leaning my elbows on my knee. In case you’re wondering, there were gravity stabilizers in the station—what Rax had called them anyway. The stabilizers gave the station Earth-normal gravity. 
 
    “I think we have a problem,” Jenna said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s Debby,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Logan, she’s been acting strangely. At first, I thought it was the idea of leaving Earth for good. Now, I think she’s…” Jenna shook her head, perhaps not certain how to explain it. 
 
    I blinked with surprise as I took my foot off the chair. I realized that I had been dense. During the past few years, Jenna had come on to me a few times when we’d worked on cases together. Women were quicker than men at noticing such things. Debby could surely tell how Jenna felt about me and that must have angered her. That might even have gotten Debby mad at me, which would explain her coldness or strangeness toward me. Jenna would have picked up on that, of course, and this was her way of retaliating against Debby. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “What?” Jenna snapped. 
 
    “A catfight,” I said, deciding to tease her. “That’s what this is about.” 
 
    “What?” she asked in outrage. 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head, maybe laying it on too thick. “I should have seen this coming. Look, Jenna—”  
 
    “You moron!’ she shouted. “This has nothing to do with a catfight. How dare you say that?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t get mad,” I said, raising my hands defensively. 
 
    Jenna turned red. “You think every woman wants you? Debby is acting strange, not like—I don’t know. She’s become secretive. I’ve caught her slipping into the control room. When I asked her—quit grinning like a moron!” Jenna shouted. “This isn’t a catfight.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “I was just kidding.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A joke. Look. Why shouldn’t Debby be in the control room? What’s strange about that?” 
 
    Before Jenna could answer, a siren stated to wail. It was loud and long, and it indicated— 
 
    “A transfer unit,” Jenna said. “Rax told me the siren sounds whenever the transfer pads are activated. Logan, someone is transferring onto the station.” 
 
    “Or leaving it,” I said a second later. 
 
    Jenna’s eyes widened. “Come on. We have to check this out.” 
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    Before the Antarans fled, the space station had been anchored to the moon Titan. The station was of modular construction with many curving passageways. It wasn’t particularly sturdy, at least according to Rax. The station was likely supposed to have been a temporary thing. It lacked motive power, and the equipment was Antares Institute standard. 
 
    Rax was a sentient crystal from Rax Prime. He had been my Guard Advisor and had bequeathed temporary Guard status to me. He was the size of a metal-encased cell phone and was supposed to be in the control room. As I said earlier, he’d stopped talking to me, stopped talking to anyone for that matter. 
 
    “Can’t you run any faster?” Jenna shouted from ahead. 
 
    “I’m not wearing a gun,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I have a gun.” 
 
    “You should give it to me.” 
 
    Jenna gave me a withering look over her shoulder. Then, she slowed down and began climbing a metal ladder. 
 
    I followed. Who could be transferring here or transferring away? Then it hit me. Someone from the Ocelot must have transferred over. The GGS Dreadnought had probably just come into transfer range. 
 
    Transfer technology was a lot like teleportation. Unless the transfer was extremely short range, one needed transfer pads on both ends. Teleportation just needed one set of pads. My Guard shuttle had had teleportation technology, so despite my “primitive” status in Galactic parlance, I was something of an authority on the subject. 
 
    Jenna reached a landing and I followed. She drew her blaster, eyed me and reached for a hatch. She hesitated and looked at me again. 
 
    “Maybe you should go first,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged, brushed past her and opened the hatch, scanning a clear corridor. I walked fast instead of sprinting, deciding I didn’t want to burst onto the scene like a frightened Earthling, half out of breath. This would be the first Galactic Guard agent I’d met. The skeleton in my stolen Guard ship several years ago didn’t count. I wanted to make a good first impression. 
 
    I squared my shoulders and adjusted my clothes. They might have been a little ripe. We were probably all ripe, but had gotten used to ourselves. 
 
    “Are you finished?” Jenna asked scornfully. 
 
    I ignored her, reached the main hatch, breathed deeply to catch my breath and tapped on the wall controls. 
 
    The hatch slid up into a hangar bay-like area. There were two parked Antaran floaters in here. Each floater was approximately the size of an extra-large semi-trailer. A floater had two bubble canopies, one of each end, with a swivel beam cannon like a .50-caliber machine gun. We’d used these floaters, having picked them up in Antarctica. 
 
    As I headed into the transfer area, I noticed Debby standing at the control panel. She was wearing a silver-colored one-suit and had long blonde hair and super-red lipstick. She was stunning, my girl, and I noticed she wore an Antaran blaster at her hip just as Jenna did. 
 
    That’s when a Gigantopithecus stepped into view. I didn’t know the genus name at the moment, but in the interests of clarity, I’ll call him that from the get-go. 
 
    He was huge, probably nine feet tall, almost twice the height of a refrigerator. He was hairy like any great ape of Earth and must have weighed more than a horse. The creature wore a tight-fitting black uniform with shoulder boards showing two stars on each. He also wore a military-style cap and had a metal baton swinging from a belt. He was shaped like a gorilla, just far bigger and more massive. 
 
    A Gigantopithecus, by the way, was supposed to have lived on Earth six million to possibly 100,000 years ago, if you go in for school-taught theories. After what I’ve witnessed, I’m not so sure anymore. Gigantopithecus would have lived from the Miocene Period through the Pleistocene Period and supposedly ate bamboo like a panda and had the strength of more than twenty men. 
 
    This fellow did not wear shoes, and his great size mandated a simian manner of locomotion. He walked on all fours like a gorilla, using the knuckles of his hands. He had a gorilla-like face, although intelligence shined in his close-set black eyes. 
 
    I cleared my throat as I approached, as neither Debby nor the Gigantopithecus had noticed Jenna and me. Debby had been speaking urgently to the giant ape. 
 
    The two now turned. Actually, the Gigantopithecus shuffled around on all fours, while Debby turned. 
 
    “Logan,” Debby said, sounding surprised. Her eyes shifted. “And Jenna with you. I should have known.” 
 
    “Hey now—” I said. It was time to nip this in the bud. 
 
    Debby shook her head. “Don’t bother explaining. I can read the signs as well as anyone. You don’t love me anymore.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said. “You’ve been imagining things. Of course, I love you. I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me otherwise.” 
 
    Jenna stepped up behind me and whispered, “Can’t you see she’s playing you? Why isn’t she explaining why she helped that ape onto the station?” 
 
    I didn’t like hearing that, but Jenna had a point. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I demanded. 
 
    “That’s what I was going to ask you,” Debby said. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus had glanced from me to her and back at me. He looked preposterous in the too-small uniform. 
 
    “I don’t want you hanging around her anymore,” Debby said as she indicated Jenna. 
 
    “She’s faking the outrage,” Jenna whispered in my ear. 
 
    I scowled, glancing back at Jenna. Had Jenna caused Debby’s suspicions against me? Had Jenna Jones—I don’t know—been stoking flames of jealousy and doubt? As a CAU field agent, she was good at subterfuge and deception. 
 
    “Remember, Debby is old,” Jenna said while staring me in the eyes. 
 
    That was unfair and unkind, if holding a modicum of truth. I’d first met Debby in a Far Butte, Nevada side dimension under the control of a crystal entity known as the Starcore. Debby had been there since 1951 while only aging eight years. That meant Debby had much more life-experience than her physical attributes would indicate. That had caused problems between us in the past. Someone two or three times your age has a different outlook on things, different perspectives. But we’d worked that out, I thought. 
 
    “Stop whispering with her,” Debby said, stamping a foot. “I thought you wanted to marry me, not her?” 
 
    “I do want to marry you,” I said. 
 
    “Who is he?” Jenna shouted, pointing at the Gigantopithecus. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    Debby glanced at the towering great ape. 
 
    Maybe that was a signal. The Gigantopithecus straightened so he stood on two legs. His head almost reached the ceiling, while his knuckles almost reached the deck. It was unbelievable. The creature cleared his throat and reached up, clicking a device near his throat. 
 
    Was that a translation unit? 
 
    “I am Group Leader Joe,” he said in an unbelievably deep voice. “I have transferred from the Ocelot.” 
 
    “Group Leader Joe?” I asked. “That’s on the level?” 
 
    The Gigantopithecus scowled, glancing at Debby. 
 
    “He’s asking if that’s really your name,” Debby explained. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus stared at me. “Why would I lie?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Why would you?” 
 
    “My name is Group Leader Joe.” 
 
    “How about I just call you Joe?” 
 
    “No. You must address me as Group Leader Joe. I am the…” He glanced at Debby. 
 
    She spoke to him quietly. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus nodded. “I am the Cadet Testing Officer. I have come to take you, the woman behind you and Debby back to the Ocelot. There, if you pass my tests, you shall begin your stint as probationary Galactic Guard agents.” 
 
    “Way to go, Logan,” Jenna said behind me. “You’ve just poisoned the Guard against us.” 
 
    “Uh…” I said, realizing that there went my first impressions. Why had I been so confrontational? Was it the Group Leader’s fantastic size or…I don’t know, calling himself Joe? 
 
    Debby spoke to him again, maybe telling the Group Leader I really was a good guy despite all this. 
 
    “If your affairs are in order,” Joe said, “we shall make an immediate transfer.” 
 
    “Uh…” I said again. This was happening too fast. I’d figured the Galactic Guard would be more orderly, the induction process more formal. 
 
    Once more, Debby spoke to him, and there was something about her urgency and the way she kept glancing at Jenna and me that finally made me suspicious. Just what was she telling old Joe anyway? Why the rush to get us off the station? Then, a thought struck. The Gigantopithecus had called Jenna, “The woman behind you.” Didn’t Joe know her name? 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    Debby and big old Joe looked up. 
 
    “What’s her name?” I said, jerking a thumb back at Jenna. 
 
    Debby began to speak. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “Don’t tell him. I want him to tell me.” 
 
    Debby fell silent. 
 
    Group Leader Joe looked down at Debby and then stared at me. 
 
    “Her name?” I insisted. “If you just came from the Ocelot to get us, surely you know each of our names.” 
 
    The Gigantopithecus continued to stare at me. He was massively huge, as I’ve said, but that cranium didn’t match his size. Maybe the bruiser wasn’t that quick on his feet, that smart. He struck me as cannon fodder, a shock trooper, not a cadet-testing officer aboard a Galactic Guard dreadnought. 
 
    The staring contest lasted a full three seconds. Finally, Joe growled low in his throat and drew his huge baton. 
 
    “You will submit at once,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Debby hissed. “That’s the wrong way to handle him.” 
 
    Joe scowled down at her. “I am in charge. If you wish to gain your portion of the prize of war you will heed my words.” 
 
    Debby glanced across the hangar bay at me. 
 
    I blinked stupidly, not getting it. How could I? I loved her. 
 
    Jenna must have understood. She grabbed one of my arms and whispered in an ear. “A prize of war is a privateer term. Is the GGS Dreadnought a privateering ship? Does it have letters of marque from the High Min Ve Council?” 
 
    “Huh?” I sputtered. The Min Ve had invaded Earth the first time when I’d originally found Rax and my former Guard ship. Theirs had been a privateering vessel, although under Galactic law illegally coming to Earth. 
 
    “The ape is talking like a pirate,” Jenna whispered. “He’s not talking like a Galactic Guard soldier.” 
 
    I frowned at the Gigantopithecus. 
 
    “Submit now!” the great ape shouted, losing his temper. “This is your last warning.” 
 
    “You said you wouldn’t hurt him,” Debby cried. “You promised.” 
 
    “Silence!” the Gigantopithecus roared, backhanding her with the hand that held the baton. 
 
    The effect was horrible and tragic. A Gigantopithecus supposedly had the strength of twenty men, not because his heart was pure, but because he was fantastically huge and needed such strength to move his limbs. 
 
    The backhanded blow lifted Debby off the deck and hurled her against the nearest bulkhead. I heard snapping bones and watched in horror as she crumpled onto the floor. She twitched spasmodically in a dreadful manner and then lay utterly still as if dead. 
 
    I heard myself gasp, and it felt as if my eyeballs popped outward. She couldn’t be dead, not in such an offhanded way, not my Debby. 
 
    “Submit!” the Gigantopithecus roared. “I weary of your stubbornness.” 
 
    I heard more growling, but this time it came from me as rage washed through me. The bastard from the stars had murdered my fiancée, my love. Debby lay unmoving like roadkill. 
 
    “Bah!” Joe said, and he pressed a stud on his belt. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. I glanced back at Jenna. She shrugged and gasped a second later as she stared over my shoulder. 
 
    I faced forward again. 
 
    There was shimmering, and two more massive Gigantopithecuses transferred from somewhere to our station. Each of them wore a black, tight-fitting uniform like Joe, although theirs lacked shoulder boards. 
 
    I didn’t care. I lurched forward. I was going to tear out their hearts. 
 
    “No, Logan!” Jenna screamed. “They’ll kill you!” She plucked at the back of my shirt. “Logan!” 
 
    Dumbly, I looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “We have to run,” Jenna said. 
 
    It wasn’t her words, as they hardly registered. It was the pleading look, the desperation in her eyes. Something clicked in my mind. 
 
    The Gigantopithecuses had not transferred from the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot. They must have transferred from a different spaceship, a pirate vessel, perhaps. Maybe the bright plume we had seen before had been a completely different spaceship decelerating. That would mean there was no Galactic Guard dreadnought coming to save us. We were on our own. I was still Earth’s only GG representative, even if I was so in an unofficial and unrecognized manner. If I didn’t enforce Galactic law, no one else on Earth would protect humanity from these space pirates. 
 
    Dying fighting to avenge Debby would leave my planet defenseless against these alien bastards. As much as I wanted to bury my grief in a battle to the death against them, I knew Earth needed me. 
 
    The two new Gigantopithecuses spoke gibberish to Group Leader Joe. Was that really his name? 
 
    I nodded tightly. I had to remain free and think this through. The best way to avenge my woman was to kill every one of these alien savages. 
 
    Whirling around, I grabbed one of Jenna’s arms and sprinted toward the hatch, dragging her along. We had to get out of here, regroup and then attack. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -3- 
 
      
 
    Beams flashed past us. The Gigantopithecuses had lousy aim. Jenna opened the hatch, and we dashed through, sprinting down the corridor. I passed her, put my boots on the outside of the metal ladder and slid down. My skin was tougher than it used to be, even my palms, although there was friction burn. I reached a landing and looked up as Jenna cried out. She fell trying to do the same thing I had. I caught her, setting her on the landing. 
 
    “Now what?” she said. 
 
    I shook my head and it really hit as I panted. I would never talk to Debby again, never hold her, kiss her or do all the thousands of little things I had expected I would do for the rest of my life with her. 
 
    My chest felt hollow. I tried to speak, to answer, but nothing came out. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Logan. I never…” 
 
    I looked up at her. 
 
    Jenna looked away, maybe not wanting to see the fire in my eyes. 
 
    There were thuds and apish shouts from higher up. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Jenna said. 
 
    I opened and closed my hands, looking up, considering climbing the ladder and charging the mother— 
 
    “Logan, are you listening to me?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    Jenna grabbed my shirt, shaking me, or trying too. “The apes are pirates!” she shouted in my face. 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “Think, man,” she shouted. “Did they come from the GGS Ocelot?” 
 
    I gave my head the barest of shakes. I knew they didn’t. 
 
    “That means we’re trapped on the station.” 
 
    I scowled. Jenna must be right. If a GGS dreadnought wasn’t out there…how was I going to get the Tosk prisoners home? What was I going to do about the robots in the vault? What would the Director and the CAU personnel do? 
 
    “Do you want to die out here?” Jenna shouted in my face. 
 
    I snarled. 
 
    Jenna released my shirt, backing away, staring at me in dread. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said in a voice I hardly recognized. “That’s the solution. We’ll destroy the station.” 
 
    Jenna blinked several times. “How does that get us home?” 
 
    “It’s the Samson option.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Samson and Delilah,” I snarled. “Delilah clipped his hair. He lost his strength. The Philistines blinded him—” 
 
    “Quit babbling,” Jenna pleaded. “I don’t want to die out here. The aliens are going to kill us unless we figure out a plan.” 
 
    “I have a plan. We’ll trap them in the station and blow it up, taking them with us. That ends—” 
 
    Jenna looked up as thudding sounds neared. With a squeak of terror, she turned and fled, sprinting faster than I’d ever seen her move. 
 
    I looked up again, wishing she’d left her blaster. 
 
    I didn’t climb the ladder and attack. Dying uselessly wouldn’t give me vengeance. I staggered away, almost too numb to think. Jenna was already out of sight. Maybe the idea of dying on an unmoored Antaran space station near Saturn had unhinged her normally keen nerves. I couldn’t blame her. It was weird being so far from Earth. Maybe she hadn’t mentally separated herself from home as I had, knowing that Sand waited back on Earth to abuse and kill me. 
 
    I continued staggering. The robots I’d locked in a vault were nine-foot mechanical monstrosities. Might they be a match for the Gigantopithecuses? 
 
    My pace lengthened and strengthened. I had to get a grip and deal with these alien shock troopers. The Gigantopithecuses had transferred here for a reason. 
 
    Joe had tried to transfer Debby, Jenna and me onto their spaceship. It would appear that whoever was running the operation wanted me out of the way. That implied they knew something about us—and me. The information must have come from Debby. 
 
    That made no sense, though. Why would Debby sell us out? I wasn’t buying the notion about a woman scorned. Firstly, I had not scorned Debby. But she had believed there at the end that I had been cheating on her. Why would she think that? Jenna couldn’t be right about Debby acting a part, could she? 
 
    I couldn’t know that now, so I ignored it. I had to think tactically. How many Gigantopithecuses would the captain of a pirate ship send to the space station? 
 
    I snapped my fingers. 
 
    Had the pirate captain beamed something at Rax earlier that had shut down the little crystal? Is that why Rax had fallen silent some time ago? 
 
    I grinded my teeth as rage seeped from my heart. I had to kill the Gigantopithecuses. I had to—I took a different turn than earlier, sprinting for the main control chamber. 
 
    I’d taken more than fifty Tosks prisoner, giving the werewolf-like aliens my word that I’d get them home. I also had the CAU personnel to consider. If the Gigantopithecuses captured the station, they would either torture or kill us. The brutality I’d seen in the transfer bay— 
 
    I shook my head, wanting to shout until my voice was hoarse. I had a saying. It was better to fight from your knees than to surrender. But it was far better to fight on your feet. Like one of my childhood heroes used to say, “It’s clobbering time.” For that to be true, I needed a weapon, I needed a plan—and to make a good plan, I had to know my enemy better than I did now. 
 
    I lowered my head and sprinted in earnest. Time was running out for us. Whatever I was going to do, I had to do soon. 
 
    I made a pit stop in my quarters, one that I’d been sharing with the men of CAU. There was no one in here, which I found strange. I rummaged under my sleeping mat and pulled out a blaster, this one of Antaran make. 
 
    Holding the blaster changed my mind. This wasn’t the time to get fancy. Alien shock troopers had invaded the station. I didn’t have the luxury of watching them carefully and making a detailed plan. I had to fight fire with fire as fast as possible. That meant finding my own shock troopers. 
 
    “The Tosks,” I whispered. 
 
    I gripped the blaster even harder as I envisioned dead Gigantopithecuses. 
 
    With a silent oath, I headed for the hatch. Would the Tosks fight for me? It was time to find out. 
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    As I’d said earlier, the space station was a modular affair, made of many pieces fitted together, a few of them seemingly randomly. That meant plenty of hatches and ladders, making a station that was more of a maze. Had Debby given Joe a station map? I hoped not. I still couldn’t fathom the idea that Debby had sold us out. There had to be a different explanation. 
 
    I wasn’t in the same shape as when I’d first gotten here. Sure, there was Earth normal gravity. But I hadn’t run for a month. I hadn’t lifted either. I’d been taking it easy, having a break. I had been getting ready for married life and mentally steeling myself for leaving Earth forever. 
 
    I heard screams from ahead. 
 
    I was exhausted, halting in surprise, putting a hand on a bulkhead and breathing hard, trying to catch my breath. The screams continued until I heard thudding and crunching. The number of screams dwindled. Those that continued did so louder and with more agony. 
 
    I swore, pushing off the bulkhead, lurching in that direction. 
 
    By the time I reached a turn in the corridor, the screaming had quit. I flattened onto my belly and peered around the corner. 
 
    Three Gigantopithecuses were cleaning bloody, gore-spattered batons, using shirts torn off dead CAU personnel. I counted four men and three women, all clubbed to death, some of them with their skulls staved in. I silently berated myself as sweat soaked my garments. I shouldn’t have stopped to catch my breath. I should have remained in better shape. 
 
    As I wiped sweat out of my eyes, I wondered why the apes had killed the people instead of taking them prisoner. 
 
    I noticed a blaster burn on one of the apes. He had already applied some kind of patch to it. He had scorched hair or fur and reddened skin around the patch. Had one of the CAU people fired at the ape and all of them been butchered in retaliation? 
 
    From the floor, I raised my blaster and took careful aim. I deliberately squeezed the trigger instead of yanking back as I wanted to. There was a hum, and a red beam shot from the blaster and struck the nearest Gigantopithecus in the left eye. The eye exploded as the beam drilled into its brain. 
 
    At that point, a blue nimbus snapped on, a personal force field like Lord Beran used to possess. 
 
    The great monster sagged back, striking one of his brethren in the process. The blaster-shot Gigantopithecus slumped onto the deck, while the other fellow staggered and struck a bulkhead. 
 
    The blue nimbus faded from the dead ape. Two new force fields snapped on around the living aliens. 
 
    The untouched Gigantopithecus roared with rage, and he charged in my direction. 
 
    I re-aimed the blaster and pulled the trigger, beaming him as he moved with astonishing speed. The red beam struck his blue nimbus, but it did not penetrate. 
 
    I cursed, scrambling to my feet. 
 
    There was a circular clicker on my blaster, the setting for the beam intensity. I had already set my weapon for full power. Now, hardly knowing I did it, I rotated the dial to overload. Then, I dropped my blaster and sprinted away like crazy. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus moved with astonishing speed as I said. Fortunately, they had all been far down the corridor when I had begun the attack. 
 
    I’d already killed one of the three, and that kill felt intensely gratifying. In that moment, I wanted to wipe out all of the murdering Gigantopithecuses and watch their pirate ship explode. Was that an atavistic feeling? Had humans warred against Gigantopithecuses in some dim primeval era? Did our legends of giants come from some bygone eon when humans fought large intelligent hominoids? 
 
    A horrible whine sounded behind me. I did not look back. I didn’t think I had time to do so. 
 
    A beam slashed past me. 
 
    I ducked my head and sprinted harder, straining to reach a nearing hatch. I presumed the batons acted as beam weapons, but I had not yet seen a baton do that. I hadn’t seen any blasters or holsters on a Gigantopithecus either, just those nasty metal batons. 
 
    The whine grew louder. Another beam flashed past me, this one grazing the top of my shoulder so my clothes smoldered. 
 
    I looked back then. 
 
    The lead Gigantopithecus had halted in an all-fours stance, a baton gripped in his right hand. He stared back at the source of the whine—the overloaded blaster lying on the deck. He still had a protective nimbus around him, but it looked less blue than earlier. 
 
    I made a quick assumption because of that. The hairy giant apes had lots of mass. I did not think their personal force-field generators were as effective as Lord Beran of Antares had used. He had been a dominie of the Antaran Institute, a wealthy individual. The Gigantopithecuses were shock troopers, or so I assumed. There must be a reason why their fields snapped on instead of staying permanently on. A generator surely used lots of power to protect such a monster. If batteries powered the force fields, they would quickly run dry if used too long. 
 
    The second Gigantopithecus charged around the corner and slid to a halt, staring down at the horribly whining blaster. The great apes did not strike me as highly intelligent. 
 
    I barely faced forward again in time—I’d continued running while looking back. I slammed against the closed hatch. As I bounced off it, the blaster detonated with a terrific explosion. 
 
    If I was going to survive, I had to get out of the corridor now. I lunged forward as the blast threw me against the hatch a second time. My chin struck the hatch, dazing me as I crumpled back onto the deck. 
 
    Woozy, I scrambled off the deck and staggered to the hatch control. I pressed it, and nothing happened. 
 
    I heard harsh whooshing behind me—the sound of corridor atmosphere rushing into space. 
 
    As I’d explained earlier, the space station was of flimsy construction. This was proof of it. 
 
    The hatch opened. With a strangled laugh, I dove through and rolled. Standing, lunging back, I pressed the hatch control. 
 
    At that point, I finally saw the situation. The blaster explosion had torn a huge hole in the bulkhead. Corridor atmosphere rushed into space as one of the Gigantopithecuses staggered toward the opening. He braced himself, stopping, as it wasn’t a gale-force wind. The second Gigantopithecus lay on the deck as his force field flickered and quit. A splinter of bulkhead was sticking out of his side as blood flowed. 
 
    That was interesting. The force field had stopped my beam and the blast force, but not a heavy piece of matter. 
 
    The hatch closed at that point, and the wind rushing past me stopped. 
 
    Here was the reason for having so many hatches, protection from accidents. 
 
    I panted as I slammed to my knees. I was shaken from the blast and from striking the hatch twice. My mouth hurt, too, but that was okay. My mouth hurt because I was smiling so hard. I had just killed three of the savages. I’d shot one and opened the other two to space. I doubted the last one’s force field would save his air for long. 
 
    Climbing to my feet, resting a sore shoulder against a bulkhead, I closed my eyes so I could envision the space station’s layout better. Then, I headed deeper into the corridor. 
 
    It was time to free and arm the Tosks. 
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    The modular maze of the space station was big. I felt like a scurrying rat, hating the sensation as I avoided the Gigantopithecuses who seemed to be marching everywhere. Down various corridors, I heard beam fire, clubbing, shots and human screams. 
 
    It galled me knowing that others were fighting and dying in the corridors. I should join them, but then I would most likely die uselessly. I had to defeat the enemy, not just fight bravely. Defeating the Gigantopithecuses meant superior tactics and weaponry than the resisters were presently employing. 
 
    As I said, I felt like a rat in one of those science mazes as I tried to figure out the best route to the prison cells. I was too damn weary for this. Maybe some vacuum had reached my lungs earlier. 
 
    Ignoring my fatigue, I climbed a ladder and cocked my head at a landing—I swore under my breath. There were Gigantopithecus ahead. The giant apes had blocked the back route to the prison cells. 
 
    This was the third time I’d found my way blocked. 
 
    Did the apes know my plan? Was this blind dumb luck on their part? How long could I keep trying to slip to the cells? 
 
    I bared my teeth and started climbing down. It was time to change plans. I couldn’t get to the cells just yet. It was time to go down to the vault. It was at the bottom of the space station, the area that used to anchor onto Titan. 
 
    I’d trapped Sand’s nine-foot robots in the vault. Maybe I could reason with them. That meant releasing them and doing some fast-talking. 
 
    I jumped onto a landing and ran through a corridor. I panted and sweated, skidded to a halt and listened. Finally, tiptoeing, I reached a main ladder and started climbing down into the darkness. 
 
    The ladder was long. As I descended, I remembered over a month ago the long trek into the guts of the subterranean realm that Sand ruled under the Utah salt flats. Fortunately, this climb was not even a tenth as long. 
 
    I soon found myself moving through a dimly lit corridor. I half remembered having ordered the dimming in order to save on station energy. It was cold down here. I shivered and found it hard to stop. I should have worn a jacket. My stomach felt shriveled and tight, and would soon begin to hurt, as I was ravenously hungry. 
 
    I’d said before that I had undergone gene therapy. That had been long ago when I’d first found Rax and the Guard shuttle deep underground in Greenland. The therapy had made me stronger and toughened my skin. It also allowed me to heal faster. But that healing took energy, food and water and lots of it. I’d been injured today, and the bodily process had gone to work despite the lack of nutrients in my stomach. That meant the process ate up my fat reserves. Now, under normal circumstances, that was just fine. But not after becoming too skinny from the food rationing. 
 
    The cold got to me more than it should have. 
 
    I rubbed my shoulders as I trudged toward the vault. Would the robots simply take me captive, ruining my plans? Would they enact revenge against me for my earlier trickery? 
 
    I reached and studied the control panel. The blinking lights on it seemed brighter due to the otherwise dim corridor. I took a deep breath, silently giving myself a pep talk. I was Earth’s sheriff. Sand protected the planet from the evil Shadow Dimension. We had something in common. The robots had to help me. 
 
    With a here-goes-nothing attitude, I tapped in the code. 
 
    A huge and dented steel door slid up. The robots had made the dents after I’d first trapped them. 
 
    I blinked with astonishment, spying six nine-foot tall crudely made bronze-colored robots. Like all of Sand’s robots, these had bolts or rivets upon their metal skin. The box-like design had a 1930s vibe. Given that most of the robots were ancient, the original design must have been quite futuristic-seeming at the time. 
 
    “Uh…” I said. 
 
    Lights activated in each optic sensor, their eyes. Several twisted their heads from side to side, looking in one direction and then another. Two clanked a step forward. One of the middle robots took three steps toward me. 
 
    “Logan,” it said. 
 
    “Hello, Talus.” 
 
    He was the only one that talked, and so far, it was his single identifying feature. Sand had given him the name, saying it was from the Faerie Queen, an old epic poem by Edmund Spenser. In the poem, Talus had been an iron, mechanical robot-man helping to dispense cold, ruthless justice.  
 
    The other robots looked at me and started out of the vault, beginning to flank me. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Talus said. “Then, you understand the reason why we must injure you.” 
 
    “Just a minute.” I held up my hands, backing away. 
 
    Two robots clanked faster in their ungainly manner. They reached out with crude metal gloves for hands, no doubt about to grab me. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “What is this? I need your help against the invaders.” 
 
    Talus’s eyes flashed, and the two reaching robots lowered their hands. They kept clanking, though, moving behind me. The other three with Talus moved forward, boxing me in a circle of bronze. 
 
    “Speak, Logan,” Talus said. “Tell us more of your lies.” 
 
    “Did I lie about needing your help to defeat the Tosks of this station four weeks ago?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did I lie about needing help on the moon station before that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Talus had lost robots in each take-over attempt. Their presence and actions had gone a long way to our successfully defeating the Tosks each time. 
 
    “Then I’m not lying now,” I said triumphantly. 
 
    “You did, however, lie to us about needing help repairing the bottom area down here,” Talus said. “This proved to be a high-security storage vault. You sprinted out and trapped us, leaving us to malfunction.” 
 
    “Wrong. I needed time to think things through.” 
 
    “Another lie,” Talus said. 
 
    “Ask Sand, then.” 
 
    I had the sensation of Talus studying me. He finally said, “Sand is presently out of communication range.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, glad to hear that but trying not to show it. 
 
    “Now, Logan—” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious about why I just opened the vault?” 
 
    “Your action does not compute,” he admitted. “The most reasonable answer is that you made an error.” 
 
    “I know you think that,” I said. “But it’s false. You want me to return to Sand, correct?” 
 
    “Ensuring that is my prime directive.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “But you know what? Giant intelligent apes have invaded the space station and are killing everyone. They’ve tried to kill me.” 
 
    “I begin to perceive your motivation. You desire us to act as combat units against these alien creatures.” 
 
    “You got that right. We need to work together against them.” 
 
    “By that, you undoubtedly mean you want us to do the dying for you.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” I said. “Robots don’t die.” 
 
    “I spoke in a metaphorical manner, which you surely knew. Logan, here is the—” 
 
    “Hey, Talus, are you hard of hearing? Giant alien apes are killing everyone in the station, right now, even as we speak. They almost killed me.” 
 
    “That would obstruct my prime directive, although it would fulfill my secondary directive, given that the first is impossible.” 
 
    I didn’t like hearing that. Sooner or later, Sand wanted me dead. 
 
    “Uh,” I said, “I want to go to Earth.” 
 
    “I know that is a lie.” 
 
    Talus was right about that, as a new idea had blossomed as we spoke. But I wasn’t going to tell him the idea. “Look, Talus, I need your help so I can survive. How about pitching in with us, huh?” 
 
    “Assuming you are speaking the truth about matters, help how?” 
 
    I nodded, beginning to explain what I needed from him. 
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    I had a simple, daring plan: first, increase our fighting force like a snowball rolling down a hill. The enemy had separated us and was defeating us in detail. I wanted to free and arm the Tosks, gather all the CAU personnel left and take the fight to the enemy. By that, I meant transferring into their spaceship and making it mine. To start the process, I meant to hit the prison cells. 
 
    As I saw it, the critical problem was that robots had a severe limitation. They could not use the station ladders. That obviously hindered our operational mobility and would, in time, make our attack routes obvious—once the enemy divined our destinations. The elevators were the only way for the robots to change levels. If that wasn’t bad enough, only three robots could ride in a smaller lift at a time. 
 
    After a quick debate, Talus and I agreed on the best route to the prison cells. I had not told him yet about the transfer to the enemy spaceship idea. I would broach the subject at the right psychological moment. For now, I let Talus believe that I wanted to get back to Earth. 
 
    As we headed for an elevator, Talus said, “It would be wise to know the number and location of the enemy combatants.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent point,” I said. “Can you contact anyone to find out?” 
 
    “Since our release, I have tried and failed. I presume the enemy is jamming all communications.” 
 
    We reached a lift, and I ferried the first group of three and then the second. Afterward, the robots clanked along a new level of otherwise eerily silent corridors. We found three dead CAU people in one location and five more in another. The corpses were sprawled randomly, as if the Gigantopithecuses had let them lie where they’d died. 
 
    “The invaders are indeed killing the humans,” Talus said. 
 
    I said nothing, although my jaw muscles kept clenching. 
 
    “Logan.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said, my eyes focusing on Talus. 
 
    “Why are the invaders killing everyone?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “You said they were primitive apes.” 
 
    “Gigantopithecuses,” I said. 
 
    “Did you recognize the species from earlier-observed tube-held specimens?” 
 
    Talus meant stasis-frozen hominids I’d seen before deep in an ancient alien complex in Greenland. The Starcore or its Polarion creator had used Neanderthals and other so-called proto-humans like Homo habilises in its army of long ago. Two of those creatures had won free in our era: a Neanderthal named Kazz, and a Homo habilis by the name of Philemon. Philemon had died over a year ago in a weird side dimension. Kazz could still be loose on Earth, although I’d seen his clone explode. 
 
    “Do you think the Gigantopithecuses are related to the other hominids I saw in stasis in Greenland?” I asked. 
 
    “I am attempting to divine the link to Earth with this new threat,” Talus said. 
 
    “There’s a supposed evolutionary link to Earth.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “There are fossil remains of Gigantopithecuses, giant molars,” I said. “Scientists figure the Gigantopithecuses were animals, though, not intelligent beings. I’ll admit, the Gigantopithecuses I’ve seen are quite brutish and cruel.” 
 
    “I would deem cruelty a sign of higher intelligence, not animalistic natures.” 
 
    I glanced at the nine-foot robot. 
 
    “Does the idea upset you?” Talus asked. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t care, just as long as we killed all the Gigantopithecuses and their leaders. 
 
    As we hurried toward the prison cells, I reconsidered the idea. Scientists said ancient Gigantopithecuses had lived in southern China and other jungle areas in that part of the world. What if instead of evolutionary great apes, the ancient bones belonged to some kind of alien invaders. Did the alien ship have something to do with the Polarions? 
 
    It seemed probable, as everyone else alien I’d dealt with so far had been interested in Polarion science or artifacts like the Starcore. Could the latest aliens be another group headed to our planet to uncover the ancient godlike Polarions? 
 
    Earth, I had discovered, was like the Bermuda Triangle to the rest of the Orion Spiral Arm. There were openings on Earth that led to different dimensions. The Lord Beran I’d mentioned before had found himself trapped in some Shadow Dimension. The Polarions had thought they had found Eden there. Instead, they had discovered a Hell Dimension and had likely perished hideously in it. 
 
    I shrugged. None of that mattered here. What did matter— 
 
    “The Gigantopithecuses killed Debby.” 
 
    “Who?” Talus asked. 
 
    “Debby—my woman.” 
 
    Talus did not respond. 
 
    “You’re a robot,” I muttered. “So, you wouldn’t understand the significance of that.” 
 
    The robot studied me. “You are agitated.” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “Yes. That explains your harebrained expedient of blowing open a corridor to space earlier. What if you had destroyed the entire station doing that?” 
 
    “Then I would have killed them all.” 
 
    “Wrong. You would have only killed those on the station.” 
 
    “That’s what I meant.” 
 
    “That is illogical. Is that what you were referring to a moment ago when you said I would not understand?” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said. 
 
    “Are you going to suggest we attempt more harebrained expedients?” 
 
    “Was releasing you from the vault harebrained?” I asked. 
 
    “From your perspective, I believe it might have been. If that were so, it would mean you are no longer completely rational. I must rethink this.” 
 
    “Too late,” I whispered. 
 
    I heard thuds and heavy grunting from ahead. To my ear, it sounded like approaching Gigantopithecuses. Maybe they’d heard the robots and were coming to investigate. 
 
    Talus perked up, perhaps hearing the enemy sounds as well. “We must retreat.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Charge them, kill them.” 
 
    “They will have advanced weaponry.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “That’s why I freed you. You can face such weaponry longer than a human could.” 
 
    “Beams—” 
 
    I pivoted as the first Gigantopithecus rounded a corner. I raced away from the giant apes, weaving between the nine-foot robots.  
 
    “Attack them!” I shouted over my shoulder. “Reaching them is your only hope of surviving.” 
 
    Another Gigantopithecus rounded the corner. The first one glowed as a force-field nimbus outlined his apish form. He wore a black uniform with blood splashed on it. I think the blood was from CAU people he’d butchered. 
 
    Just then, the ape drew his baton. For the first time, I noticed buttons or studs along the bottom third of the metal rod. 
 
    I slowed my sprint so I could watch better. 
 
    A tiny slot on the front of the baton clicked open. The giant ape aimed the baton at the clacking, attacking robots, and a red beam rayed one of the bronze constructs. 
 
    The second ape did likewise and a third appeared, reaching for his belted baton. All three shone with an outlining blue nimbus. 
 
    Chest plates swung open on Talus’s bronze torso. A cannon sprouted from inside as a red laser light targeted the lead Gigantopithecus. It wasn’t a killing beam, but a target acquisition beam. 
 
    “Surrender,” Talus boomed. 
 
    The great apes noticed the chest cannon. One of Gigantopithecus bellowed with fear and backed away, dropping his baton. 
 
    That astonished me. I had not thought the giant apes capable of fear. 
 
    The other two were made of sterner stuff. Their baton-beams focused on Talus. I knew from experience that those were hot rays, but they seemed to have no effect on Talus so far. 
 
    “Blow ’em away, Talus!” I shouted. 
 
    The other robots still clanked forward with their glove-like hands raised. I guess they didn’t have chest cannons. 
 
    The chest cannon roared, and Talus staggered backward. 
 
    The Gigantopithecuses proved far nimbler than I or Talus had anticipated. Each giant ape dropped prone onto the floor. The shell flew over them and exploded against a bulkhead. The explosion caused much of the bulkhead to vanish, and whooshing sounds indicated air rushing out into the vacuum of space. 
 
    This time, the hole was big enough and the atmosphere of enough volume that the rushing winds picked me up. I might have flown out into space, but Talus caught me in passing and headed toward the nearest hatch away from the apes. 
 
    I held my breath, even though I knew that might not be enough to save me. 
 
    I heard terrific explosions, ape roars—then I couldn’t comprehend what happened next. There were rushing noises, agony in my chest and a cold feeling, as I’d never felt before. There was a clang somewhere, and I seemed to float. I’m not sure how much time passed, but my head began to throb painfully. I must have groaned, because there was movement beside me. 
 
    “Logan?” 
 
    The word sounded robotic and as if from far away. I wanted to know what had happened, but I felt too miserable. So, I waited, and I grew hungry as my stomach twisted painfully. 
 
    “Logan?” 
 
    “Yeah, Talus?” I whispered. 
 
    “Good. You live. Sand would be highly upset if you perished. He wishes to interrogate you. Thus, I must ensure your survival until we reach Earth.” 
 
    “Nice speech,” I said, realizing I was lying on the floor, on the deck of an intact corridor. I raised my head, and that took almost all my remaining strength. Looking left and right, I saw intact bulkheads, Talus and nothing else. 
 
    “Where are the rest of your robots?” I asked weakly. 
 
    “I believe they have perished.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “The Gigantopithecuses’ force fields were stronger, and they possessed heavier beam weaponry than your story had suggested. Perhaps the apes had received better equipment. In any case, before I reached the escape hatch, they had turned my robots into slag. Then, the Gigantopithecuses retreated as their force fields flickered due to the vacuum of space.” 
 
    “They anticipated us, huh?” 
 
    “If you mean us robots, I think that is correct.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said. “They might be working around to attack us from a different direction.” 
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Then I will carry you,” Talus said. 
 
    The giant robot picked me up and began clanking the way we had originally come. The enemy had once again blocked my route to the Tosks. It also seemed the Gigantopithecuses were hunting for me. That was a bad sign. Just what had Debby told them before and why? What did the giant apes want with me and presumably with Earth? 
 
    I closed my eyes, resting a moment so I could think this through and come up with a better plan. 
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    I was starting to feel like Wile E. Coyote of Roadrunner fame as we tried yet another attempt to reach the prison cells. I walked slowly beside Talus. We moved through a seldom-used area as I inhaled from a respirator. The robot didn’t need pure air, so he was okay. 
 
    Suddenly, the giant robot halted. 
 
    “Trouble?” I asked through the mask. 
 
    “Do you not hear that?” 
 
    I cocked my head, listening. “I don’t hear a thing.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly, my sensors are superior to your hearing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, the respirator muffling my sarcasm. 
 
    “I hear Gigantopithecuses tiptoeing toward us.” 
 
    I tried to envision that. Tiptoeing might sound funny in theory, but inside a partly destroyed space station far from Earth with primeval giant intelligent apes stalking one, it did not feel funny in the least. Maybe this was how primitive man had felt on the Serengeti Plain as his hackles rose upon seeing cave lions creeping through the tall grasses toward him. 
 
    “Which way are they coming?” I whispered. 
 
    The giant robot looked one way down a cross corridor and then the other. “Both ways,” Talus said softly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They must have baited a trap,” Talus said. “I suspect that means they desire to capture you.” 
 
    That would jibe with old Group Leader Joe trying to get me to transfer onto the pirate ship. I was finally curious as to who ran the giant apes, but not so curious that I would willingly let the Gigantopithecuses take me to the enemy vessel. 
 
    “Any ideas what we should do next?” I asked. 
 
    “Several,” Talus said as he stared down at me. 
 
    I didn’t like his look and backed up a step. 
 
    “Can you truly escape from the space station?” he asked. 
 
    That sounded ominous. “I think I can,” I said. 
 
    “I need a positive statement one way or another.” 
 
    “Yes, I can escape.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “How?” he repeated. 
 
    “According to my memory, there’s a ladder nearby. I plan on scrambling up it to another level.” 
 
    “If you reach this next level, how will you leave the station and return to Earth?” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll use the shuttle we found last week.” 
 
    “There is no shuttle.” 
 
    “We didn’t think so at first, but we scanned and found a shuttle parked on Titan.” I was making up this shit as fast as I could think it, realizing that Talus was contemplating killing me. 
 
    “Why did you not speak of the shuttle earlier?” Talus asked. 
 
    “I was too focused on defeating the apes. One thing at a time, you know?” 
 
    “Logical,” Talus said. “I will assist you in reaching the ladder and provide covering fire against the apes if needed.” 
 
    “Sure. This way.” I headed forward, skipping past the cross-section corridors. 
 
    “Gigantopithecuses are in that direction.” Talus spoke from the other side of the cross section. 
 
    I looked back at him, and suddenly, my hackles rose. Everything had been going wrong. I grunted, turned from him and forced myself to run, wanting to get away from him. 
 
    “Logan,” the robot called, beginning to clank after me. 
 
    Despite my grogginess, I ran faster, certain that Talus planned to tie up a loose end: me. 
 
    “Logan,” he called again. 
 
    I looked back. His chest plates swung open and the cannon poked out. I ran in earnest, heading for a turn. A spot between my shoulders tightened. I could feel the red targeting laser heating my back. 
 
    Then I was around a corner. Far down the corridor, I saw the first Gigantopithecus. I also saw a nearby ladder between us. It was much closer to me. 
 
    I panted, reached it and threw myself at the ladder. I scrambled up as fast as I could go. A rushing Gigantopithecus shouted at me to halt. I did not. He shouted again. 
 
    A loud boom sounded. I was halfway up the ladder and saw Talus. He had clanked around the bend and fired his chest cannon. I reached the hatch above me and saw two giant apes explode backward from the shell. They had almost reached the ladder. 
 
    “Flee!” Talus shouted. “I will destroy the apes.” 
 
    The robot fired again. 
 
    I madly scrambled through the open hatch, closing it as an explosion shook the bulkheads around me. That seemed like a bigger explosion than earlier. I actually expected the bulkheads to give way. Fortunately, they did not. 
 
    I dragged myself upright and found that I was drenched with sweat. Which way should I go now? I chose left, staggering, mentally fanning options in my mind. 
 
    Another distant explosion shook my corridor. I staggered, crashed against a bulkhead and fell down. I heard hissing, looked around and spied a crack in the deck. 
 
    I scrambled upright as my vision wavered. Gulping, I weaved along the corridor as the hissing slowly receded. 
 
    What was Talus doing down there? Was he attempting to destroy the space station? I moved through another hatch and no longer heard the hissing, the escape of air into vacuum. 
 
    I stopped running because my side exploded with pain. I panted like a bellows as I forced myself to continue walking. Sweat stung my eyes. I wanted to vomit. The emotional torture of all this combined with exhaustion had made me dead tired. I was finding it hard to keep my eyes open. 
 
    How could I reach the Tosks now? I needed them more than ever, as I believed the chance to thwart the new menace was quickly disappearing. I wondered if the Gigantopithecuses had slain Jenna, the Director or the rest of the CAU people. What would Rax have suggested against the giant apes? 
 
    My eyelids flickered. I yawned. I shouldn’t be this weary. What—? 
 
    I noticed an air vent up near the ceiling. Green vapor hissed from it. That didn’t make any sense— 
 
    “Gas,” I said. 
 
    I held my breath and broke into a sprint, charging through the corridor as my eyesight blurred. I didn’t take a turn when I should have and crashed headlong against a bulkhead. That bounced me backward and drove the air from my lungs. 
 
    I pulled in a gasping amount of air that tasted coppery. My eyelids quivered and I staggered in a circle. I had managed to remain on my feet—that was the second-to-last thing I remembered. The last was something slugging me in the chest. Maybe it was me hitting the floor as I fainted. 
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    In time, I heard voices. They didn’t make any sense, though. I was groggy, but I still had my wits about me. If I didn’t understand the words…had the Gigantopithecuses gotten hold of me? Were they speaking their alien gibberish without any translation device around? 
 
    I wanted to groan in despair. My head ached. The Gigantopithecuses had not only captured me, but slaughtered many of the people I had come to regard as friends. They’d slain Debby, too. Oh, Debby, dear Debby, she would have been my wife. Now, she was gone forever. If it were any consolation, I would likely join her soon in death. Was there life after death? 
 
    I groaned then because I didn’t want to die. I hated the idea of this alien, supposed pirate overlord quizzing me about what I knew. Was I about to face hours of intense torture? 
 
    I noticed that the voices had stopped speaking. They must have heard my groan. I’d wanted to delay this for a time, as I needed to harden myself for the coming ordeal. 
 
    I unglued my eyes and tried peering around. All I saw were blurry shapes. What kind of gas had the aliens used on me? 
 
    “Logan?” 
 
    I frowned, which made my headache worse than before. They already knew my name. Wait a minute. That sounded like a feminine voice. The Gigantopithecuses had all seemed male. 
 
    “Logan,” the female said, “I’m going to spray your eyes.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    I heard hissing and then something wet hit my eyes. I blinked furiously as stinging pain seared my orbs. The apes were trying to blind me. For some reason, that unlocked my rage. 
 
    “You bastards!” I roared, sitting up, swinging and punching someone who grunted in a most gratifying manner. 
 
    I snarled and climbed to my feet, swaying where I stood. 
 
    “Grab him,” a voice said, one I should have recognized. 
 
    I laughed—good luck trying to hold me. Then, warm, long-fingered hands grasped my arms. I struggled, but these savages were strong. 
 
    “Logan, you must desist. We don’t have time for your emotional struggles. This is our moment and we must use it wisely.” 
 
    “Rax?” I asked, finally recognizing that smug, know-it-all voice. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Rax said. “I cracked their ‘sleep’ code they radioed at me before. The process took longer than it should have. I barely revived in time.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyelids shut and opened them wide, trying to see. It didn’t help. Everything was still blurry. 
 
    “You are having an allergic reaction, I believe,” Rax said. “If you would wait and let the mist work, we could continue making plans.” 
 
    “Who did I hit?” 
 
    “Me, you idiot,” Jenna said. “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    I turned away. I didn’t feel like saying sorry. I had begun to believe that Jenna had something to do with Debby’s jealousy. That meant Jenna might have caused Debby’s death. I was glad I’d hit Jenna. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Jenna asked. 
 
    “I believe Earthlings call it an emotional crisis,” Rax said. “He is grieving.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jenna said. “I forgot all about that. I’m so sorry, Logan.” 
 
    I grunted. How could she forget? I struggled against whoever held me. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jenna said. “Let him go.” 
 
    Whoever was holding me did not listen to her. 
 
    “She is correct,” Rax said. “Release him.” 
 
    The long, narrow-fingered hands released me. I realized Tosks must have been holding me. 
 
    I wiped my eyes, but that didn’t help either. Everything was still a blur. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “In the station’s main transfer chamber,” Rax said. 
 
    I frowned. That seemed wrong. Had the alien lord put me under some sort of hallucination machine? 
 
    “Uh, you know that’s wrong, right?” I said. “The Gigantopithecuses hold the transfer chamber.” 
 
    “Apparently they do not hold it any longer,” Rax said dryly. 
 
    I bent my head. It was time to think. Until I could see, I would not fully trust this Rax-sounding thing. I could well be under a hallucination machine as the alien overlord attempted to trick me. 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Seven hours,” Rax said. 
 
    “What the hell?” I shouted. 
 
    “You must calm down,” Rax said. “Much has transpired since you were rendered unconscious. All the robots are destroyed, but I think you already know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I said, with my head still bent. “I’m calm. Now, what all happened?” 
 
    “You do not sound calm,” Rax said. 
 
    “Listen, you little bugger. I said I’m calm. That means I’m calm. Now, get to the point.” 
 
    There was silence until I became aware of rustling. It felt as if the transfer chamber was full of people, maybe of aliens too, if one included the werewolf-like Tosks. 
 
    “You should thank Rax instead of berating him,” Jenna said. “It’s because of him that you’re still alive. You were busy trying to get the lot of us killed with your crazy ideas.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded. 
 
    “You heard Rax,” Jenna said. “All the robots are destroyed, and all but two Tosks. And, fully half the CAU team are dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but I didn’t kill any of them.” 
 
    “Please, Jenna,” Rax said. “That is not the way to calm an agitated Logan. He is a warrior by inclination and training. He strikes out when angry. You must soothe his frazzled emotions if you hope to make him listen.” 
 
    “Are the Gigantopithecuses coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Rax said. “That is why you must calm yourself. I am about to implement our plan. I have used your excesses—” 
 
    “What excesses?” I demanded. 
 
    “Blowing up half the space station,” Jenna said. “What did you think you were doing?” 
 
    “Hitting back,” I snarled. “You should try it sometime instead of just running away.” 
 
    “Jenna, I must insist,” Rax said. “Logan’s blunders worked in our favor.” 
 
    “Do you call the Tosks getting murdered in their cells our favor?” she shouted at me. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Jenna said. “You sound like an idiot. Do you want to die? You said you did before.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “It’s on tape. Rax heard it. You did—” 
 
    “Jenna,” Rax said. “If you cannot contain yourself, please step to the side.” 
 
    “Why should I?” she said, sounding hysterical. “We’re all going to die.” 
 
    “Not if my plan works,” Rax said. 
 
    “Wrong,” she said. “You said each of us has less than a thirty percent chance of reaching Earth. That’s lousy odds.” 
 
    “Some of you will survive,” Rax said. 
 
    “Maybe Logan is right,” she said. “We should blow all the apes to hell, taking them with us.” 
 
    “In this instance, Logan is wrong. There are events you do not understand—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “There’s a thirty percent chance of surviving? What are you talking about Rax?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you, you idiot,” Jenna said. 
 
    “Quit calling me that,” I told her. 
 
    Jenna did not reply, but I heard someone stomping off. 
 
    “Well, perhaps I can get in a word edgewise now,” Rax said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not altogether familiar with human female psychology,” Rax said. “I have a few theories as to her present behavior—but we do not have time to discuss that. The Gigantopithecuses are approaching. We must all transfer this instant. The Tosks have already climbed into the second floater and are about to depart.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask another question. 
 
    “I am transferring the last Tosks outside the station,” Rax said. 
 
    “What good will that—?” 
 
    “From there,” Rax said, ignoring my interruption, “they will use the floater to attack parts of the space station. In that way, I hope to draw the Gigantopithecuses from here and possibly draw the spaceship toward them, too.” 
 
    “We’re going to hit the spaceship?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “This is a prelude to storming the alien vessel and capturing it?” I asked. 
 
    “What a preposterous idea,” Rax said. “That is perfect madness for a variety of reasons. Whatever gave you that idea?” 
 
    I opened my mouth. 
 
    “Are you delusional?” Rax asked, “or is this some form of subterfuge on your part?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “If we’re not trying to storm the spaceship, how will the Tosks get home if they transfer outside in a floater?” 
 
    “The Tosks are sacrificing themselves. I thought that was perfectly obvious.” 
 
    “They’re doing that for us?” I asked, bewildered. 
 
    “No, for their murdered comrades,” Rax said. “The last two Tosks were under the others after the initial enemy mass beaming. They faked death as the Gigantopithecuses searched for survivors among the fallen and shot them. One of our diversions cut that part of the alien kill operation short.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said. “Are these giant apes Communists?” 
 
    “That is a non-sequitur question.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I insisted. “At the start of the German invasion of Russia during Operation Barbarossa in WWII, the NKVD operatives murdered all their political prisoners as the Russian Army retreated. The Germans found hordes of dead prisoners in the prison cells, shot through the head or the neck.” 
 
    “I am uninterested in Earth history, particularly at this point,” Rax said. “The fact I am trying to drive home—” 
 
    Loud booms drowned him out as the deck under me shook. 
 
    “The enemy is attempting another breach,” Rax said. “Logan, please collect yourself. I must attend to this—” 
 
    “I have to speak to the Tosks,” I said. 
 
    “It is too late for that. We shall be lucky to escape the station ourselves.” 
 
    “Escape to where? What’s the plan?” 
 
    “There are two operations taking place. Now, please shut up, Logan. I must concentrate in order to do this correctly.” 
 
    Rax fell silent, although the outer booms and deck shaking continued. 
 
    “There,” Jenna shouted. “Pick him up. Put him inside the floater.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I shouted. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Jenna said. “We’re transferring to Ceres.” 
 
    “In the Asteroid Belt?” 
 
    “We’re going to try. Rax says the aliens are jamming the transfer nodes. That’s why the Tosks are going outside for a kamikaze attack—to give us a window to flee.” 
 
    I felt hands guiding me as I walked up a floater ramp with Jenna beside me. My head hurt, my eyes didn’t work right and the last Tosks were leaving to fight to the death, buying us—I didn’t know what exactly. 
 
    None of this was turning out how I expected. 
 
    I sat in a corner with my arms wrapped around my up-thrust knees. I leaned my forehead against my knees. I heard people shouting, the floater engine engaging and nothing else. 
 
    From outside our floater, I heard clangs, blasts and— 
 
    “There.” That was Rax. “The Tosks sold their lives dearly. We shall know in a moment if it was in vain or not.” 
 
    I looked up. My eyesight was still blurry. What had the gas done to me? Would I remain this way forever? 
 
    I felt tingling all over. 
 
    “We are transferring,” Rax said. “I deem that we have—” 
 
    I cocked my head to hear the rest of what he said. I froze then and became highly uncomfortable, itchy and panicky. I tried to move, but I couldn’t, nor could I breathe. Rax was supposed to make sure we had all taken long-distance transfer shots. Transfer tech was wild and crazy. In a beam of sorts, our disembodied and unassembled molecules and atoms speared at the speed of light from the Saturn station to the one on the dwarf planet Ceres in the Asteroid Belt. 
 
    Because of their relative positions in the Solar System, the present distance from Ceres to Saturn was 7.99 AUs, or approximately 1,200,000,000 kilometers. Now, light travels at about 300,000 kilometers per second. That meant we spent more than an hour in our frozen, beam state. 
 
    I had over an hour—closer to one hour and six minutes—of this unmoving horror. All I could do was think, dread and fight a wild desire to rub my nose so I wouldn’t sneeze. 
 
    It had been like this going out, but we had each taken shots to prevent the frozen-horror feeling during the long transfer. 
 
    I was no longer me, but a ray of something akin to light. If the station process worked on Ceres, if the transfer pads activated, if Rax had done it correctly— 
 
    I wanted to shout and rave. I wanted to hit things. I couldn’t move, though. Sure, I could have kept ranting for as long as the transfer took, but finally, the tingling sensation returned. The Ceres transfer pads reconstituted my atoms and molecules into flesh, blood and bone as well as reforming the floater. 
 
    I sagged onto the floor or floater deck, gasping, breathing and laughing shortly. Some of the passengers began to cry. A few raved. A few laughed like me, the better-balanced individuals. 
 
    I opened my eyes. I could see again! The transfer process seemed to have been just the thing to conquer the gas effects. 
 
    What I saw almost paralyzed me. We were a pitiful few: fourteen people and Rax. The laughter proved to come from the Director of CAU, which gave me cause for concern, as Lord Beran the Antaran had dreadfully misused the Director over a month ago. Some of us had wondered if the Director would ever regain his full sanity. 
 
    Fourteen people, when over fifty CAU personnel had originally— 
 
    “Logan,” a voice said over a loudspeaker. “Would you come up here please?” 
 
    I climbed to my feet, approaching the pilot screen. Rax was slotted there. He was in a cellphone-like sheath. 
 
    Jenna was strapped into a nearby seat. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Notice the screen,” Rax said. 
 
    I looked at the screen. It showed a demolished inner chamber with parts of it on fire. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “That is what we must determine,” Rax said. “I am open to suggestions.” 
 
    Jenna looked up at me, waiting. 
 
    I stared at the screen, wondering if we would have to transfer back to the Saturn station because the entire Ceres station was on fire. 
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    “How long is this going to take?” Jenna asked a short time later. 
 
    “I do not know,” Rax said. 
 
    I was in the process of donning a bulky, fire-retardant spacesuit. It was heavier than it looked. Two CAU men helped me put it on. 
 
    The Antaran floater was not that roomy inside, about the size of a big semi-trailer on Earth, with upper seats for the gunners on either end. A CAU agent sat in each bubble canopy, watching the burning transfer station. 
 
    “The floater isn’t a regular spacecraft,” Jenna told Rax. “It doesn’t have an airlock. How do you propose getting Logan outside?” 
 
    “Fire rages in the transfer chamber,” Rax said. “That implies oxygen. We shall lower the ramp and walk out.” 
 
    “What if it’s poisonous air outside?” Jenna demanded. “He’ll survive, but the poisoned air will kill the rest of us in here.” 
 
    I picked up the helmet. “She has a point, Rax.” 
 
    “Very well,” the crystal said. “We will transfer outside.” 
 
    “The transfer units out there are still working?” Jenna asked suspiciously. 
 
    Rax did not respond. 
 
    That finally got me thinking again. “Do you know why there’s a fire?” I asked Rax. 
 
    “I have a suspicion, yes.” 
 
    “Did our long-distance transfer cause this?” 
 
    “I deem that most likely,” Rax said. 
 
    “Then, if you transfer now,” Jenna said, “the whole station might blow up.” 
 
    Everyone in the floater turned to look at Rax. 
 
    “Logan, please pick me up,” Rax said. 
 
    I should have known the little crystal was about to pull a fast one. I guess I figured he wanted me to hold him up so he could speak to everyone. In retrospect, that was foolish idea. 
 
    “Put the helmet on Logan,” Rax instructed the two CAU men helping me. 
 
    I suppose they had become used to taking orders from Rax while fighting the Gigantopithecuses. They now put the helmet on me. 
 
    “Twist it into place,” Rax said. 
 
    The helmet clicked and locked. 
 
    The spacesuit took over for me, hissing air so I could breathe. I felt claustrophobic wearing the helmet and stamped around in a circle. 
 
    “Careful, Logan,” Rax said through an interior helmet speaker. 
 
    “Rax,” Jenna said. My helmet had outer pickups and I could hear her just fine. “You can’t transfer safely now, can you?” 
 
    “Listen, Jenna,” Rax said. “You will transfer to the Deimos station. From there, I suggest you attempt to transfer onto Earth. If you all remain in the floater you will have a thirty percent chance of all making it.” 
 
    “Rax—” Jenna said, her voice rising. 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest, as I froze for a split second. That let me know I had transferred. I reappeared outside the floater. Flames licked nearby—I heard their crackling—and I saw explosion damage on the nearest bulkheads. 
 
    Rax was in my right gloved hand. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do now?” I asked the little crystal. 
 
    Before I could answer, the floater began to grow dim. A second later, it became transparent and then it disappeared altogether. 
 
    “Jenna transferred without us?” I shouted. 
 
    “Duck,” Rax said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Duck before it is too late.” 
 
    I heard the urgency in Rax’s voice, and I ducked. An explosion washed against me, and I staggered to the right as something metal flew over my head. 
 
    “To your left, Logan,” Rax said. “Dash into there.” 
 
    A hatch opened, and I stumbled and staggered in the spacesuit through the open hatch. It slammed shut behind me. The sounds of fire and further explosions diminished. 
 
    Ceiling lights began snapping on, showing me that I’d entered a long and undamaged corridor. 
 
    “Are you doing that?” I asked Rax. 
 
    “Correct. If you wish, you can place me in the spacesuit’s hip holder.” 
 
    I searched, found it and slid Rax in, snapping the lock into place. 
 
    “Excellent,” Rax said. “I do believe our odds for success have grown considerably better.” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “Did you not hear what I told Jenna? She is on her way to Deimos.” 
 
    “You mean the little moon around Mars?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “You transferred them there?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rax said. “Why are you asking that in such a distressed manner?” 
 
    “You didn’t ask them if they wanted to go.” 
 
    “They all wish to return to Earth. I have heard many of them say that. From the Deimos station is their best chance of doing so.” 
 
    “So why did you transfer me out of the floater first?” 
 
    “You must survive, Logan, as must I.” 
 
    “Now just a dog-gone minute,” I said. “We’re not transferring after them?” 
 
    “On no account,” Rax said. “Our odds for reaching Earth would only be thirty percent, at best. We must use a safer method.” 
 
    “Hey, Rax, I’m not getting you. You’re operating in the dark again.” 
 
    “That is correct and proper, as I am the only legal Galactic Guard representative here. You had temporary Guard status only.” 
 
    “I still do.” 
 
    “I am not so sure of that anymore. I have begun to believe that the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot was destroyed by foul means.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “If I am correct, it might be years before another GGS dreadnought comes to the Solar System.” 
 
    “Okay, let me get this straight. You think you’re going to work behind my back like you used to do because a Guard dreadnought didn’t show up when you thought it would?” 
 
    “I do not care for your slurs and insinuations, but essentially you are correct.” 
 
    I laughed darkly. “Forget it, Rax. Bring the floater back. We’re going to take our chances with them.” 
 
    “Logan, I do not think you perceive the reality of the situation. A Guard dreadnought may have been destroyed through foul means. That is a terrible Galactic crime. Worse for you, the destruction might have occurred in or near the Solar System.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “So, the criminals would surely go to great lengths to cover such a crime.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Killing everyone on Earth so they could not report about the crime,” Rax said. 
 
    I let that sink in. “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “Not one hundred percent certain, but enough that I believe it is in your species’ best interests that the two of us reach Earth alive.” 
 
    “Okay… So, what does that mean for you and me out here?” 
 
    “Ah,” Rax said. “That is an excellent question, as now we come to the heart of the matter. Are you ready?” 
 
    “For what?” I shouted. 
 
    “Yes. I believe you might be. Do you recall the alien underwater station in the Arctic Ocean?” 
 
    “Duh,” I said. 
 
    “What does that idiot sound signify?” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “That was not my question. Are you quite all right?” 
 
    “Look, Rax—oh, forget it.” 
 
    “You are no longer interested in the mission?” 
 
    “No! Rax! We’re talking at cross purposes.” I inhaled deeply, holding my breath, exhaling slowly and repeating the process. I did this several times. 
 
    “Ah, you are attempting to calm your nerves,” Rax said. “Yes. I applaud your effort. For a second there, I thought you had lost it.” 
 
    “I think I get it,” I said. “There’s an ancient Polarion station somewhere in the Asteroid Belt. We’re going there…to do what, though?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no,” Rax said. “There is an ancient station, but I am uncertain whether we can signify it as Polarion.” 
 
    “That’s new.” 
 
    “No. The station is very old as I just said. I am unsure whether it is operational or not.” 
 
    I wanted to rub my forehead out of exasperation, but the helmet was in the way. “Why not just tell me the plan, huh?” 
 
    “That is what I am attempting to do, but you keep interrupting.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply again. “There’s an ancient station nearby—” I prodded. 
 
    “That is a relative term, of course. The station is actually quite far.” 
 
    “Oh. How far are we talking about?” 
 
    “That will depend whether the sleds are still in storage or not.” 
 
    “Run that by me again.” 
 
    “Let us check for the sleds, see if they exist or not and if they have enough fuel for the journey.” 
 
    I blinked several times and finally nodded. If the sled idea didn’t work, the only way back to Earth would be by using the burning transfer station that might or might not still be functional. 
 
    Sometimes, I wished Rax were biological so I could beat the tar out of him. 
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    It turned out the temporary Ceres Antaran space station possessed several sleds. They were in the station’s vault, however, which was presenting something of a problem for us. 
 
    They were not ordinary snow-sleds, but big objects the size of 60s-era sports cars. On each sled, there was an area for a space-suited Tosk to lie down. The space vehicle had handlebars and a thruster throttle like on a motorcycle. The problem for us was moving the sports-car-sized sled or sleds up ladders and elevators to an airlock so we could get them outside. There was an emergency opening down here, but presently resting against planetary rock outside. 
 
    “How did you know about these sleds anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “It was the price for allowing the last two Tosks the floater for their kamikaze attack.” 
 
    “Wait. The last Tosks paid you with information to do what you needed them to do for our escape?” 
 
    “They did not see it that way, naturally.” 
 
    “Rax,” I said, “you could sell sand to Arabs.” 
 
    “Is that a slur?” 
 
    “No. A compliment to you as a salesman.” 
 
    “You consider me as a superior sort of merchant, and that is a good thing?” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said. “We have sleds but—oh, I’m beginning to see the solution. We have to unmoor the station from Ceres so we can shove the sleds out of the emergency lock.” 
 
    “Yes. That would work. Let me think. Ah, I doubt Antarans from the Institute will be back to your Solar System any time soon.” 
 
    “Why would that matter?” 
 
    “The station is their property. They might demand an accounting from us in court for our damage to it.” 
 
    “This is illegally placed property, as the Solar System is restricted space. I doubt their allegations would stand up in Galactic Court.” 
 
    “I must say, Logan, it is uncanny how you have started to think like a Galactic Guard agent. Perhaps our association is having a positive effect after all.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Do you know how we can unmoor the station?” 
 
    “You are right, of course. We must hurry. Undoubtedly, the pirate vessel has begun acceleration for Earth. The captain might even know about the Ceres transfer station and attempt to capture us if we delay here too long.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about the Gigantopithecuses since reaching Ceres, but I guess he was right. 
 
    The mule’s part of the work for the next six hours was up to me, and I had to hoof it up and down ladders, testing controls for Rax until we were finally ready. 
 
    Fortunately, my helmet had a tube with concentrates on the other end. Unfortunately, it was Tosk paste and tasted horrible. I sucked it all down, however, as I was still ravenous. There was a second tube with water. I had already drunk my ration and was beginning to feel thirsty again. 
 
    I won’t belabor you with the procedure, but the station blasted off Ceres until it began to rotate away at what seemed a leisurely rate. I was running low on air by then, having almost used up my final tank. 
 
    It took Rax time to locate new tanks and a room with oxygen so I could climb out of the spacesuit and outfit myself with extra concentrates and water. 
 
    Rax had found a wireless station connection so he could plug himself into the main controls. After studying the Asteroid Belt through station sensors, Rax declared that he was ready to make the space journey. 
 
    “You see the ancient station?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. “But I see the location as it was described to me.” 
 
    I’d stocked my spacesuit for a lengthy voyage and maneuvered three sleds to the emergency vault opening. When it blew open, I could push the sleds directly into space. Rax had shut off the gravity stabilizers so everything was weightless. Practicing moving the sleds had shown me that weightless maneuvering was a tricky business. 
 
    I now regarded the crystal entity slotted on my spacesuit belt. “Let’s lay our cards on the table,” I said. “Who described this place to you?” 
 
    “Argon.” 
 
    Argon was a Polarion, an ancient white-haired being that looked like a handsome, majestic man. He had helped me against the Starcore, as I had freed him from the giant crystal entity. It had been trying to break and use him. Maybe the best way to think of Polarions was like ancient Greek gods or goddesses. They had powers. They had passions and could do things that defied reason. Argon had called me a natural, meaning I was one of those lucky few that could achieve amazing feats as a soldier or spy. In the dim past, the legendary Polarions had built fantastic devices and searched for odd dimensions, using Earth as a launch point for many of their ancient experiments. 
 
    Argon had helped me against the Min Ve privateers who had cast me into my present role. He’d also helped against the alien construct known as the Starcore. Argon had nearly perished back then in a Thor-type space-missile attack against his stronghold in Greenland. The Min Ve method had been through launching crowbars, essentially, dropping them onto the surface from space like guided meteors, using kinetic energy for the killing power. 
 
    I’d last seen Argon in a tube held by Sand’s robots deep underground in Utah. It appeared that Sand had saved Argon’s life from the space bombardment, although the Polarion had been missing limbs and had been unconscious in the tube full of some kind of medical liquid. The Polarion had also worn a mask. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I told Rax. “How and when could Argon have spoken to you?” 
 
    “He did so while I was trapped by Sand in a strange room.” 
 
    I told Rax how I’d seen Argon in a medical tube, a prisoner of Sand. That had been at the same time Rax was claiming to have seen and spoken with Argon. 
 
    “This is quite odd,” Rax said. “One of us is badly misinformed.” 
 
    “Wait a second, Rax. When Argon was well, when I spoke to him in Greenland, I found him imperious and arrogant. Was that the manner he spoke to you?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “So why did you wait until now to tell me about all this?” 
 
    Rax did not reply. 
 
    “Argon is a Polarion,” I said. “He’s isn’t a Galactic Guard agent. There was no reason to have kept this secret from me.” 
 
    “The first part is a truthful statement,” Rax said, “and also beside the point. Ah. I remember now. Argon said if the attempt failed—he meant our leaving the Solar System in the GGS Ocelot—that I should take you to the Synthesizer.” 
 
    “Okay…what is the Synthesizer?” 
 
    “Argon did not say precisely.” 
 
    “Rax, doesn’t that strike you as ominous?” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “In every way,” I said. “For instance, how can the Synthesizer help us reach Earth?” 
 
    “The way Argon spoke about it, I believed a portal linked the Synthesizer to Earth. Using a Polarion portal seemed much safer than trusting Antaran transfer technology from Deimos.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s another problem. This synthesizer, like is it going to synthesize my body, making more copies of me?” 
 
    “I doubt that is the case.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I said. “You mean that you have no idea what it does. I don’t like that. ‘Take Logan to the Synthesizer.’ We don’t know that Argon really spoke to you, and if he did, we don’t know that Argon would have had my best interests at heart. There’s another thing. You don’t know for sure a portal is there or whether the portal still works.” 
 
    “I must say,” Rax told me, “that you worry far too much. How else did the ancient Polarions reach the Synthesizer?” 
 
    “They had spacecraft back then, right?” 
 
    “And fantastic portal technology,” Rax said. “If the Synthesizer station is like the underwater Arctic Ocean base, there is bound to be advanced weaponry there as well.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But Sand wants me back on Earth, remember?” 
 
    “That is a non-sequitur statement.” 
 
    “No it isn’t. Sand holds Argon captive.” 
 
    “That is not what I saw.” 
 
    “You saw? I remember now. You went dysfunctional down there. You went inert in the chamber you’ve been talking about. If you think you saw Argon, you were dreaming.” 
 
    “Rax Prime crystals do not dream.” 
 
    “This is all sounding as fishy as can be, Rax. I don’t like any of it.” 
 
    “What other choice do we have at this point?” 
 
    I was nodding, looking around. That was why Rax had kept quiet about his so-called Argon meeting, hoping to spring it on me when I was out of options. But was I? 
 
    “Maybe I can take a sled to Earth and try landing directly,” I said. 
 
    “That is a ridiculous, preposterous idea. A sled does not have enough fuel to reach Earth from here, nor would you have enough air for the journey of at least a year.” 
 
    I looked away, heaved a sigh and looked back down at my belt. “Why haven’t others raided this Synthesizer station? If it has Polarion technology, there are a ton of aliens that would love to get their hands on it.” 
 
    “That is an excellent question. There are reasons, a few of which we shall have to overcome.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Unknown at present,” Rax said, “as I do not seem to remember. But I do know this. Argon said you were a natural. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    I had a feeling that Rax knew exactly what the Polarion had meant by the term. He was using the question to buffalo me into the operation. Yet, at this point, I didn’t see that I had much choice, as he’d said before. I couldn’t stay in the unmoored station, unless I was willing to let the Gigantopithecuses capture me. 
 
    Thus, I went ahead, bled out all the air down here in the vault and blew the hatch. Afterward, I hooked three sleds together. I shoved the first sled toward the hatch, running and heaving, barely getting out of the way in time as the other two sleds followed the first. I grabbed a rail on the last one and climbed aboard. It was unnerving, as the line of sleds left the rotating space station. I didn’t look around yet, as I was too busy hauling myself to the lead sled. 
 
    Finally, I slid front forward onto the sled, grasping the handlebars. 
 
    “Do you have a direction for me?” I panted. Weightless maneuvering was harder and more tiring than it looked. 
 
    Rax gave me the bearing. 
 
    I activated the first sled and began punching in the coordinates as given me by Rax. The lines holding the sleds were smart cables and straightened out below me. That was a relative term in space. By below I meant under my sled. 
 
    Ready, I twisted the throttle as Rax directed. The sled vibrated, and seconds later, hot hydrogen exhaust spewed from the back of my car-sized sled. That propelled us forward as we built up velocity, heading for some distant Synthesizer station hidden in the Asteroid Belt. 
 
    The reason for the three sleds was in order to have enough fuel to not only reach the destination, but slow down so we could land once there. By that time, we would have less mass, as I would unhook each sled as it ran out of fuel. 
 
    I released the throttle and waited, sailing through space, realizing I must be insane to trust Rax in this. But as someone once said, there were times to just lay back and enjoy it. That’s what I was going to attempt to do for now. 
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    Sailing through space in the middle of the Asteroid Belt while clutching motorcycle-style handlebars wasn’t my idea of fun. There was no margin for error. I’d never known anyone to do it and I was quite alone out here. NASA didn’t know about me. The Chinese and Russians didn’t know about me, and except for CAU, no one could remotely do anything about it to help me. 
 
    Speaking of CAU, Lord Beran had effectively destroyed the outfit, at least, as far as I knew. 
 
    For those of you that don’t know, Lord Beran had been an Antaran dominie—think of a galactic professor from the greatest university in the Orion Arm. As you can well imagine, he had been an extremely conceited individual. I’d attempted to thwart him over a month ago and failed. He’d brought his Tosk teams and clone-sons to a place deep under the ice in Antarctica. There, he had activated ancient portal machinery constructed long ago by Polarions. That machinery had let to a Shadow Dimension full of wickedly powerful entities. One of them, calling himself the Master, had broken through to our side and defeated Lord Beran in an impressive fight. Long story short, the Master had mocked me and told how he and his kind had defeated the ancient Polarions that had attempted to colonize the Shadow Dimension ages ago. I’d tricked the Master back to his side, jumped back over to ours and wrecked Beran’s equipment keeping the portal open, thus locking him and Beran over there. 
 
    Sand, by the way, ran the Great Machine deep in the Earth. Its purpose, as far as I knew, was to keep the Shadow Dimension closed from their side coming to ours. It was also harder from anyone on Earth going there. Lord Beran, with ancient machinery, had forced open the way on our side, thus breaching Sand’s barrier. If the Shadow Dimension denizens had come to Earth in great numbers, they would have turned it into a living Hell, with them as the tormenters. 
 
    What’s the point of telling you all this? When a regular guy makes a mistake, the consequences often hurt him and those who loved him. When powerful alien super-beings made a mistake, they could hurt entire worlds, possibly even galaxies. Why break into other realities and dimensions if those places brought insane plagues or conquerors back into your realm? 
 
    The godlike Polarions had been amazing. There was no doubt about that. However, the Polarions had turned out to be rather foolish. Their wisdom quotient had been low, while their intelligence had been higher than a kite. 
 
    I thought about such things while lying on the sled. The stars kept me company. The sun blazed in the stellar distance, while Rax kept quiet, plotting further mischief, no doubt. 
 
    Just a few years ago, I’d been a regular guy minding his own business as a security expert for Western Sunlight, Inc. I’d been in the Marines before that and knew how to handle myself in most tough situations. Because of the Polarions and greedy aliens wanting secret artifacts or tech treasures, I’d been through one crazy adventure after another. This one took the cake, though. 
 
    Rax eventually started speaking to me to give me further instructions four and a half hours after we’d left the rotating station. 
 
    I slid onto the sled’s underbelly and crawled down the smart cable. With a wireless command, Rax caused the cable to release the first and now upper sled. That cable coiled itself like a snake under the control of an Indian fakir waving his reed pipe back and forth. 
 
    I lay on the second sled, turned it on and twisted the throttle. We accelerated once more, leaving the first sled behind and continuing on our space voyage. 
 
    Time passed slowly after that. 
 
    I slept, woke later and took a piss in my suit. There was a rig set up for that, but it still felt weird. I stretched afterward and drank some of my water supply. Although I was hungry, I wasn’t yet hungry enough to suck down more of that awful Tosk paste. 
 
    I sailed through space, wondering if any other human would ever do something like this. Maybe mankind wouldn’t make it off our dirtball. What had Rax said before? The hotshot running the pirate vessel might try exterminating all humans in order to cover his crime of destroying a Galactic Guard dreadnought. 
 
    “Hey, Rax,” I said. 
 
    “Please, Logan,” Rax said sluggishly. “I was in a deeply meditative state. I do not care to talk right now.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I said. “How can humans tell anyone about the pirate overlord? They don’t even know about the Antaran stations or the pirate spaceship. They could never—” 
 
    “Logan, please, I do not sleep as you do. But I need a meditative period to replenish my mental acuity.” 
 
    “Just answer one question, and I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rax said. “The alien pirates would need to destroy Sand and others hidden from regular humans. In doing so, they would likely annihilate all life on Earth.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “But wouldn’t they first try to find whatever it was they came to the Solar System to steal?” 
 
    “You have broken your word. You said one question. Besides, do not ask something when the answer is so patently obvious.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, deciding to let him meditate. I had my own things to think through. 
 
    Time passed—hours, two days. I released the second sled, and I began to feel antsy stuck on the last sled. I was a physical kind of guy, needing to walk, lift, do things, in other words. If I lay around for too long, I start getting jumpy and squirmy. 
 
    After lying here watching the stars pass for days, I was that way now. 
 
    Had Jenna and the others made it home? Were the Gigantopithecuses still coming? Was there really an ancient Synthesizer waiting for me? Which of us had seen Argon? If I hadn’t, what had I seen in the tube and why had Sand lied to me? 
 
    I was the new guy. The old farts on the block often lied to me, hiding their dark secrets. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said, speaking normally, “do you see that object up ahead?” 
 
    Glad to have some talkative company again, I squinted through the visor of my helmet. “I don’t see a damn thing.” 
 
    “Are you using the helmet’s zoom function?” 
 
    “What zoom function?” 
 
    Rax didn’t sigh, although he instructed me more closely in the helmet’s abilities. I had to twist my head inside the helmet and try one knob after another, moving them with my lips. As I tested these, a bright light outside caught my attention. 
 
    I faced forward. The brightness increased and then abruptly quit. 
 
    “I saw that,” I said. “What was it?” 
 
    “Trouble,” Rax replied. “More precisely, it was the plume of an accelerating missile.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A missile that is heading straight for us.” 
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    I shouted in alarm. 
 
    “Please, Logan, that does not aid my mental processes. Just a moment, I think… Ah! We are in luck.” 
 
    “You can control the missile?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “No. It is a kinetic kill-missile, not possessing a nuclear or antimatter warhead. I imagine the ancient ones did not want to bring attention to the Synthesizer. If a nuclear warhead detonated, some of the watchers on Earth might notice. Even ordinary people might see an antimatter explosion.” 
 
    “Oh boy, that’s swell,” I said sarcastically. “You had me worried there for a minute. A kinetic kill-missile, praise be that it’s not a nuke.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, I already said that.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You do realize we’ll both die anyway, right?” 
 
    “I doubt I will,” Rax said. 
 
    “Oh? So, you won’t mind then if I unhook you from my belt and toss you overboard?” 
 
    “That would not kill me,” Rax said. 
 
    “Of course not. You’d just tumble in space for the rest of your existence.” 
 
    “I would put myself into sleep mode, sending out periodic signals. I imagine someone would eventually pick me up.” 
 
    “Bully for you, Rax.” 
 
    “That is a fine attitude, Logan. You are maturing at a much faster rate than I would have thought possible for you.” 
 
    “You know what, old buddy? Since you said that, and since I’m going to die anyway, I’m going to pull out my Antaran blaster, toss you ahead of me and use you for target practice.” 
 
    “This is the wrong time for gallows humor,” Rax said. 
 
    “I’m not joking.” 
 
    “Then, your threat is in poor taste, as I was just about to tell you how to avoid the missile.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You must set the sled for constant acceleration. Once so set, you will jump off it.” 
 
    “Okay… And how do I change my velocity to land on the Synthesizer station?” 
 
    “I am hoping the ancient site has some sort of retrieval mechanism to bring you in.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” I said, my temper rising again. “First, they send a missile to kill us, and then they’re going to rescue me? Yeah, right, like that’s going to happen. How much time until the kill-missile reaches us?” 
 
    “I would estimate ten to eleven minutes.” 
 
    “That gives you nine and a half minutes to ten and a half minutes to come up with a better plan.” 
 
    “I do not have a better plan,” Rax said. 
 
    “Just so you know, before time is up, I’m going to begin target practice with you.” 
 
    “Logan—” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Rax. If I’m going to die out here trying your harebrained scheme, you’re going to die with me.” 
 
    “That is an ugly attitude.” 
 
    “Yeah, ain’t it just?” I asked. “But it does have one positive element. It’s my ugly attitude. So, I’m going to stick with it.” 
 
    Rax did not respond right away. 
 
    Now, as I’ve said, I’d been lying on a space sled far too long. I was antsy, eager to be doing something physical. That had put me into a foul mood. Plus—and this was important—a damned kinetic kill-missile had been launched against me. I had maybe ten minutes left to live. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted, beginning to lose it. “A missile is heading straight for us because you followed Argon’s so-called orders. Did you ever think that maybe this was Sand’s trick against us? Sand caused the hallucination inside you in order to ensure my death later as a failsafe. That way, his precious secret would remain hidden because he would have sealed any possible loose lips, like my own.” 
 
    “I am beginning to suspect you are correct,” Rax said. 
 
    I nodded within the helmet, gratified he’d finally admitted to his stupidity and gullibility. 
 
    “Still,” Rax said, “I now believe our best chance lies in bargaining with the Synthesizer.” 
 
    “It’s alive?” 
 
    “I suspect an advanced computer runs it,” Rax said. “Whether the computer is sentient or not, I do not know. In any case, you must accelerate toward the asteroid.” 
 
    “You mean close faster with the missile?” 
 
    “That is the one negative effect to the new plan, I grant you, but not the purpose for the action. To give us the best chance for success, I must be in closer communication range with the Synthesizer.” 
 
    “Why would that matter?” 
 
    “Logan, we lack time to engage in this back and forth. I imagine I am correct in saying that both our lives are on the line. Thus, haste is critical. Please, accelerate toward the asteroid.” 
 
    “I don’t see an asteroid.” I didn’t even see the missile anymore. “But if you give me the coordinates, I’ll steer there and accelerate.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rax said. “Here are the coordinates.” 
 
    I followed his instructions, and the sled increased speed. I had to grip the handlebars tighter, although I did wear a safety strap to help me remain onboard. 
 
    “Progress,” Rax said a moment later. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That you must cease your monkey chattering for just a bit,” Rax said huffily. “I am in direct contact with the entity. She is quite—” 
 
    That was the last the crystal said. 
 
    “Rax?” I asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He did not reply. 
 
    “Rax,” I said. “If you’re not going to say anything, I’m going to get out my blaster for target practice.” 
 
    There was still no reply. 
 
    I knit my brows. Was Rax in trouble? He had said he’d made contact with an entity. If it had been a computer, would he have called it an entity? 
 
    The seconds lengthened into one minute and then two. I shifted on the sled. I didn’t really want to blast Rax into atoms. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, what’s happening?” 
 
    A bright flare of light appeared ahead of us. Was that good or bad? Was— 
 
    A tingling, itchy feeling struck, like the feeling of transfer tech— 
 
    “We are in grave danger,” Rax said in a tinny voice. “I have erred and apologize in advance for what you will have to undergo…” 
 
    I didn’t hear anymore as I began to teleport off the sled. 
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    I rematerialized naked on a steel table with cold restraints around my ankles, thighs, midsection, wrists, biceps and neck. I shivered because the restraints and the table were freezing. 
 
    There was no sign of Rax, my blaster or my spacesuit and clothes. I looked around. The small chamber had strange, alien machines beside me. They started humming, increasing pitch rapidly. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “There’s been a mistake.” 
 
    I recalled Rax’s apology. The implications seemed dire. 
 
    There had been a dim glow in the chamber when I’d first arrived. Now, harsh lights snapped on above me. The air tasted stale, but a unit purred, and it rapidly grew purer and warmer. 
 
    Had I teleported to the Synthesizer or the asteroid where it had been hidden for who knew how long? If that was so, the bright light I’d seen just before teleporting must have been the kinetic-kill missile self-detonating. 
 
    That would be good, though, right? I mean, being alive was categorically better than being dead. If something bad was going to happen to me, I should be glad I wasn’t a smear of atoms floating in the Asteroid Belt. 
 
    “You are Logan?” a feminine voice asked. 
 
    I looked around to see who was talking, but could find no source for the voice. 
 
    “You are awake,” she said. “I am speaking Anglic so you should be able to understand me.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, so you can speak.” 
 
    “What’s Anglic?” 
 
    “Hmm… English, you mortals call it English. Yes. That is the name of the language we are conversing in, is it not?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “You do not know? I was led to believe you had a modicum of higher intelligence.” 
 
    “If I’m too stupid for you to use, what will happen to me?” 
 
    “The question implies cunning on your part. Yes. You are intelligent enough after all. Rax did not lie regarding you.” 
 
    I hesitated before asking, “Speaking of Rax, where is he?” 
 
    “Receiving payment for the trade,” she said. 
 
    “What trade?” 
 
    “That is an unseemly question from the chattel I’ve just acquired. You are mine now to do with as I please.” 
 
    I squirmed, testing my strength against the steel restraints. 
 
    “That is a primitive response,” she said. “Something I did not expect. You do have fine musculature, however, and are well-endowed sexually. Yes. You will do just fine.” 
 
    What had Rax gotten me into this time? 
 
    “This is interesting. According to my instruments, you have a high survival aptitude. I believe Rax said that Argon named you a natural. I deem that an accurate statement. Nevertheless, I do not want to worry about you attempting an escape. Yes. I believe I shall have you blinded.” 
 
    “What? Wait a minute. Why blind me?” 
 
    “I will use you for sexual congress on occasion. You do not need your eyes for that.” 
 
    A large slot on the ceiling dilated open, allowing an array of ugly mechanical tentacles to descend toward my face. Some of them held tiny drills, and others, equally small scoops. 
 
    A sick feeling twisted my gut as the back of my throat burned. I was about to vomit. This couldn’t be happening. Is this why Rax had apologized? Had he known an alien planned to blind me so I could be a powerless harem slave? 
 
    I blinked sweat out of my eyes. My mouth tasted foul. “Who are you?” I croaked. 
 
    “How does that concern the object of the trade?” she asked, as if enjoying my growing terror. 
 
    I watched in sick horror as the mechanical tentacles with drills and eye scoops approached my face. This was happening all too fast. 
 
    “Ah, ah,” I said. “Can’t I at least see your beauty once? Let it be the last thing I see so I can know who it is I’m pleasing.” 
 
    The lowering tentacles halted. I couldn’t take my gaze off them. 
 
    “I am Ailuros, although in ancient Egypt they referred to me as the goddess Bastet.” 
 
    It was hard to engage my mind, but I knew I had to keep her talking if I wanted those drills to stay far from my precious eyes. How could this even be happening? 
 
    “Uh…Ailuros, huh? Sorry, but I’m drawing a blank on that.” 
 
    “You have not heard of the Egyptian cat goddess?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That is unthinkable.” 
 
    “Uh…American education isn’t what it used to be,” I said, with sweat pouring from my body. I tried slipping my hands through the steel restraints, but it was still impossible. 
 
    “I have referred to myself as an Egyptian goddess, but you surely must realize that in reality I am a Polarion.” 
 
    “Oh… Yeah, yeah. That makes more sense. You’ve been in charge of the Synthesizer all this time, huh?” 
 
    “You vile creature. How dare you ascribe such a lowly position to one who used to rule as a goddess among your primitive kind?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “But maybe that has more to do with your cunning. Rax warned me you would attempt to thwart your newfound purpose.” 
 
    “He did what?” I asked. 
 
    “Argon trapped me here ages ago,” Ailuros said. “We were married—” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, seeing a loophole. “You and I can’t have sex then, as I’m not an adulterer. Argon helped me once and I would feel awful—” 
 
    “What nonsense,” she said, interrupting. “Do you think we goddesses have the same moral codes as you mortals?” 
 
    “Uh…let me get this straight. You didn’t just play at being gods, but actually started thinking you were divine?” 
 
    “This is most unseemly, and how dare you throw that in my face? Argon used to ask me exactly that. He said I had become mentally unhinged, hinting that I was insane. He would not slay me, though, because we had been married once. So, he imprisoned me in the Synthesizer station, promising that someday he would use the great device to heal me of my megalomania, as he termed it. Argon surely did not realize that I had usurped control of the Synthesizer. Until this moment, I lacked access to malleable subjects. You are the first, Logan, and I would have changed you into the first of my new basilisks. Yet, upon scanning you and your wonderful musculature, I find an insatiable desire for sexual congress. It has been too long for me. Rax says ages and eons, yet I cannot accept that.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” I muttered. 
 
    “What is this? You say I am insane. I confide in you, and you immediately use the knowledge to mock me. I must say, Logan, I am beginning to think I should also remove your tongue as well as your eyes.” 
 
    “Rax,” I shouted. 
 
    “Do not call for your former master.” 
 
    “He wasn’t my master.” 
 
    “He is a Galactic Guard Advisor. This I know to be true.” 
 
    “Even so—” 
 
    “While you are—were—his trainee as an aboriginal native in local law enforcement.” 
 
    “My lady, Rax has deceived you.” 
 
    “It matters not. I’ve decided to reconfigure you into the image of Argon. Then, I will blind you. Afterward, I will use you for sexual sport. Once I am fully satisfied, then I shall do to you as I have longed to do to Argon, lo, these many ages.” 
 
    “Rax!” I bellowed, struggling madly in my bonds. 
 
    A mechanical tentacle lowered swiftly and swung hard, slapping me across the face. 
 
    “Here now, none of that,” Ailuros said. “You are my chattel. Wailing for your former master will not aid you in the least, and it will bring you further harm if you insistent on begging for his return.” 
 
    I had begun to hyperventilate. I should have tossed Rax into space when I had the chance and blown him into little crystal pieces and then beamed them into even finer particles. 
 
    I cocked my head as my panicked thoughts finally congealed. I was losing it, but I was thinking about this the wrong way. The missile would have killed us. Instead, this instant, I was still alive. And according to Ailuros, Rax appeared to be free on the station. I might lose my eyes, maybe even my tongue, but my heart was still beating and—I had to keep the Polarion talking. 
 
    “Interesting,” Ailuros said. “According to my instruments, my slap proved instructive, changing your mental state. That shows you can be trained.” 
 
    “I can,” I admitted, changing tack and strategy. “I’m sorry if I’ve been acting wrongly.” 
 
    “Hmm…. This is odd. Rax told me you were a fighter. Yet, one bitch-slap tames you? What kind of warrior were you, anyway?” 
 
    “Ailuros—may I call you that?” 
 
    “I suppose it will do no harm.” 
 
    “Maybe I could perform a greater service for you than you’d anticipated.” 
 
    “Ah, excellent, I believe this is more of your subterfuge at play. I do so enjoy seeing a man squirm in terror, even attempting to trick me. Once I give you Argon’s features that shall be even more enjoyable.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Great Ailuros. I can help you capture Argon. Instead of pretending to harm him, you can really do so.” 
 
    “You vile little snake of a creature. Argon has been dead for centuries. While many considered Polarions immortal, that was a myth we perpetrated on the universe. Thus, I have—” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with Argon.” 
 
    A tentacle lowered again, slapping my face first in one direction and then the other. 
 
    “Great Ailuros,” I shouted, “the Starcore put Argon in a stasis tube, keeping him alive in cold storage.” 
 
    The mechanical tentacle halted in mid swing. “The Starcore?” she asked. “You know about that?” 
 
    “I should. I destroyed it.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “With Argon’s help,” I said hastily. 
 
    “But… Argon really and truly is alive?” 
 
    “He’s alive and well on Planet Earth,” I said. “Rax and I both saw him in the underground Great Machine.” 
 
    “How does a little human like you know about the Great Machine?” 
 
    “I know much more than Rax let on, Great Lady. Argon called me a natural. I’m the Galactic Guard agent keeping law on Earth.” 
 
    “Piffle,” she said. “I do not care about the Galactic Guard. I have been imprisoned for eons. Rax was correct on that score. Argon lives, you say. Hmm… perhaps I have been hasty. You know that is the way when the need is upon one.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” I said. 
 
    “You vulgar mortal, how dare you comment on the sexual needs of a goddess?” 
 
    I blinked more sweat out of my eyes. She must really be insane. Was she even a person? Maybe her thought processes had been coded into a computer. The tentacles were really her arms— 
 
    Speaking of, the mechanical tentacles began to lower the drills and scoops. 
 
    “Look, Great Ailuros, it really makes me mad the way Argon misused you. Maybe I could beat him up for you.” 
 
    She did not comment, but the tentacles stopped descending and suddenly, the steel bonds snapped off my ankles, thighs, midsection, wrists, biceps and throat. 
 
    Gingerly, I sat up, massaging my throat. “Thanks. You won’t be sorry you did this.” 
 
    Several of the tentacles dropped their tools, whipped down and grasped me, lifting me into the air. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. 
 
    The mechanical tentacles drew me up through the opening in the ceiling. I struggled, but they just tightened their hold on my ankles and wrists. 
 
    “Great Ailuros!” I shouted. 
 
    The tentacles shifted and stiffened, rotating and pushing me up from a new opening in the floor of another presumably higher chamber. The tentacles stretched and set me on a conveyer belt of sorts. New leathery bonds grew out of the belt and securing me as I’d been held on the steel table. In seconds, the belt began to move, heading toward a huge metal machine that had started humming. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I shouted. 
 
    “Behold!” Ailuros said in a booming voice. “This is the Synthesizer.” 
 
    I struggled harder. 
 
    “Before you begin your labors for me, mortal, I must strengthen you. I must also probe your memories and insert a few new ones in order to help guide your thinking and coming actions. This will hurt tremendously.” 
 
    “What exactly will your machine do to me?” 
 
    “The Synthesizer will turn you into my avenger, Logan. Now, no more outcries, as I am deciding what sort of powers to graft onto you.” 
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    I grew up like any American kid and had enjoyed reading comic books and watching superhero movies. I would have loved to fly, be invulnerable to bullets or do any of a number of things I’d watched on the big screen. I already had a form of super powers: healing much better than ordinary, being stronger and with tougher skin. But I did not want to enter an ancient Polarion machine under the control of some fake Egyptian goddess with delusions of grandeur. 
 
    Ailuros had spoken earlier of molding me into Argon’s shape or turning me into a basilisk, whatever that was. I did not want to become a basilisk. I did not want to look like Argon so she could enact ancient revenge against her husband. I did not trust a machine that could synthesize my body into something different. Besides, she had talked about probing my memories and giving me new artificial ones. 
 
    The conveyer stopped, and she spoke again: 
 
    “I do not know whether I should give you fantastic strength or if I should grant you superhuman mental abilities. If I make you ultra-strong, I will have to make your body much denser than it is now. Perhaps I should have you project an energy ray from a third eye I would graft onto your forehead like the basilisks of old.” 
 
    “Uh…just for the sake of curiosity,” I asked, “was the Synthesizer responsible for some of Earth’s legendary monsters like the Cyclops and Minotaur?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of them?” 
 
    I shuddered, wondering if there really had been terrible creatures in the dawn of humanity, creatures designed by Polarion super-science. 
 
    “What about Hercules?” I asked, wanting to keep her talking. “Did the Synthesizer give him—?” 
 
    “Great strength,” she said, interrupting me. “Yes. The prodigious strength went to his head, though, making him uncommonly arrogant for a mortal.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said. 
 
    Ailuros fell silent. 
 
    I struggled against the leathery bonds because I realized I shouldn’t have said crazy. That might drive her into fury. I jerked and pulled, but could not free myself. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” she said suddenly. “I am going to turn you into a basilisk for your impudence. I am going to graft a third eye onto your forehead and insert powerful circuitry into your chest. You will be my avenger, mind-controlled to bring Argon here. I will have fun then. And I can dispense with your sarcastic tongue once and for all.” 
 
    “That was an error,” I said. 
 
    “Your last one, I promise you.” 
 
    The conveyer belt started moving again. I thrashed madly, trying to rip free from the restraints. That still proved impossible. I craned my head, peering ahead as best I could. What I saw horrified me: little flensing knives or razors. I had a bad feeling that the knives would peel the skin from my muscles. 
 
    “Ailuros!” I shouted. 
 
    Then I saw an even worse horror, if that was possible. It was a mechanical spider-thing. It had a central metal body the size of three pressed-together fists. Eight articulated mechanical legs moved like a giant Black Widow spider, scuttling rapidly toward me. On the bottom of the central metal casing was a pair of steel mandibles with dripping green fluids running down them. The mandibles looked razor-sharp and the fluids— 
 
    I roared with fear, thrashing, panting and jerking my limbs, desperately trying to avoid this fate. 
 
    “Logan, stop that,” Rax said. 
 
    I jerked my head back and forth, looking for Rax. As I did, the mechanical spider scuttled even closer. 
 
    “Ailuros!” I roared. “I’m never going to obey you! I’m going to find you and—” 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “Do not stress her further.” 
 
    I craned my head once more, watching the metal spider. Rax’s voice seemed to have come from it. At that point, a black bubble on the central metal body slid open, revealing Rax’s metal sheath slotted there.  
 
    “Is that you?” I asked, stunned. 
 
    “Say no more,” Rax said. 
 
    Just then, the conveyer sped up, hurrying me toward the flensing knives. 
 
    The metal spider raced onto my body and dipped down just like a Black Widow spider would do to a webbed captive. As a kid, I used to put various insects into webs and watch the spider go to work. 
 
    The mandibles on the bottom of the central metal housing snipped off the leather restraints to my right wrist. 
 
    “Remain very still,” Rax warned. 
 
    The black bubble canopy had slid back into place, hiding Rax again. 
 
    The conveyer jerked, moving even faster. I craned my head and wanted to howl. I had almost entered the tube that would begin the skin-flensing process. 
 
    Rax’s spider suit was scuttling across my body, dipping down and snipping again and again. 
 
    “Now,” Rax said. 
 
    I rolled off the conveyer just in time, dropping onto a warm metal floor. Sweat dripped from me and I trembled all over, exhausted by my mental ordeal. 
 
    “Oh no, Logan,” Ailuros said. “I refuse to let anyone cheat me, least of all a Rax Prime crystal.” 
 
    The mechanical tentacles sprouted upward from the floor opening. 
 
    “Follow me,” Rax said from his spider suit. He scuttled across the floor, heading for a closed hatch. 
 
    A tentacle swung, striking the spider suit and smashing it, breaking the canopy. Rax popped out and skittered across the floor. Another tentacle reached for Rax. 
 
    I finally began to move, stumbling across the warm metal floor. 
 
    “You will pay for your treachery,” Ailuros said. 
 
    The tentacles began sinking toward the floor opening, taking Rax with them. 
 
    “Logan, help,” Rax said. 
 
    The tentacles moved faster. 
 
    I launched myself like a linebacker in the Super Bowl trying to make the play of his life. Instead of trying to tackle a receiver about to cross the goal line, I reached out for Rax. I had the distinct impression that if I failed to grab the little bastard, I would never see him again. Sure, Rax had gotten me into plenty of fixes. But the little creep had just saved my life—at least, for the moment. 
 
    The tentacles jerked faster. My outstretched right hand touched Rax’s metal casing, and I clutched with everything I was worth. With a roar, I snatched Rax from the tentacle, completed my sailing flying tackle and rolled across the metal floor. 
 
    At that point, I rolled upright and sprinted for the closed hatch. We had a way to open it, I hoped. 
 
    “Excellent,” Rax said. “You indeed have the makings of a solid, if conventional, Galactic Guard agent.” 
 
    “Oh, you fool,” Ailuros said. “You have just made the greatest mistake of your life.” 
 
    She might have been right, but the hatch opened, and I plunged into semi-darkness, hoping for a breather so we could figure out what to do next. 
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    “That all worked out rather well,” Rax said from my right hand. 
 
    I might have blundered into equipment, but there were glow bulbs sprinkled here and there throughout the large chamber, giving me just enough illumination to duck my head in time from bashing it open and leaping a low bulky thing so I didn’t tear open my shins. 
 
    “You are actually quite dexterous, Logan.” 
 
    “Hey, Rax,” I panted. “I’m naked, and I have no idea what do to next.” 
 
    “Look out,” he warned. 
 
    I twisted aside, but not quite fast enough, striking a large object with my right shoulder and spinning around until I stumbled and fell to my knees. I stayed there, panting harder, with sweat dripping off my face as my struck shoulder throbbed. 
 
    “We must keep moving,” Rax said. 
 
    “Yeah? And go where?” 
 
    “That is the critical problem. I do not know the station well. Fortunately, Ailuros must still be groggy from her long hibernation and thus has not reacted yet to my little escapade.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me your original message thawed her out of deep-freeze, are you?” 
 
    “I have no need, as you have already divined what I did.” 
 
    “That’s just great, Rax. You almost got me blinded and turned into a mute.” 
 
    “Who do you think detonated the kill-missile and activated the teleportor that snatched you off the space-sled?” 
 
    “Ailuros?” 
 
    “I had to make it worth her while, so I bargained quite strenuously. I may have exaggerated a few of your qualities. Did she suggest you lay with her by any chance?” 
 
    I wiped sweat out of my eyes and climbed to my feet, looking around. “How big is the station?” 
 
    “Unknown, as I did not find a complete schematic. As you can imagine, I worked furiously to save you from her sexual predation. The spider-suit was fantastic. I had mobility, Logan. It was a wonderful sensation to move as I desired. I would like to have another one of those.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you would.” 
 
    “Your tone does not match your words. I am unsure you would really be glad for me.” 
 
    “Was she really Argon’s wife?” 
 
    “I imagine she still is. During the ancient marriage ceremony, the Polarions also gave an oath ‘until death do us part,’ although they did not use the exact verbiage.” 
 
    “Did Argon really trap her out here?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time to satisfy your simian curiosity. We must find a means of escape.” 
 
    “You talked about a portal before that could take us to Earth,” I said, wandering through a maze of huge machines. 
 
    “That is the spirit. However, I deem it unwise to leave Ailuros in full control of the station.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to kill Argon’s woman.” 
 
    “I was not talking about killing her. Resealing her in stasis might be more prudent.” 
 
    “Tell me how and I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Logan, surely you know by now that a Galactic Guard agent cannot rely on others to do his thinking for him. A GG agent must be resourceful and active, as passive resistance does not work against interstellar criminals.” 
 
    “Thanks for the primer, little buddy.” 
 
    “I have noticed that you resort to sarcasm in moments of supreme exertion—” 
 
    “Shut up,” I hissed. “Someone’s coming.” I ran to a bulky machine the size of three refrigerators and slid behind it. 
 
    A hatch opened, one I’d been heading toward until I had heard footfalls outside it. 
 
    From down low on the floor, I peered around a corner of the silent machine. The sight startled me. Two lanky humanoid monstrosities lurched into the huge chamber. They each stood taller than I did and had fish-like scales all over their purplish bodies. They each wore a leather harness and had long bony limbs with claw-like hands. The worst aspect of the two was their heads. Each had a bony, scaly face with a mouth, a slit for a nose and two reptilian eyes. On the bony protrusion of a forehead was a dark lens. 
 
    “Polarion-created basilisks,” Rax whispered. 
 
    “Meaning?” I asked as softly as I could. 
 
    “Reconstructed creatures that were once humans,” Rax replied. “Those two must be ancient servitors thawed from stasis when Ailuros was revived.” 
 
    “And that’s what I would have become?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Rax whispered. 
 
    “Lo-gan,” the forward basilisk said harshly. “We can smell your foul odor. Surrender, as the mistress desires your flesh.” 
 
    I looked down at Rax, wondering if I could hurl him like a rock. 
 
    “Do you hear?” the basilisk asked. 
 
    “I need a weapon,” I whispered. 
 
    “Perhaps you can bargain with the creatures,” Rax said. “Offer to turn them back into humans.” 
 
    The two basilisks stiffened, and their obscene faces turned in my direction. Each dark, forehead lens glowed suddenly. 
 
    “Lo-gan, come out,” the lead basilisk said. 
 
    “Rax, I’m going to throw you.” 
 
    “No,” the crystal said. “That is unseemly.” 
 
    “Shout while you’re in flight!” I hissed. “That might distract them.” 
 
    “Lo-gan,” the lead basilisk said. 
 
    I had risen and now stepped into view, cocked my throwing arm and heaved Rax for everything I was worth. The crystal did not play along, however, and sped silently through the chamber. 
 
    The two basilisks stiffened upon sight of me, their forehead lenses glowing brighter. 
 
    I shouted, roaring like a Viking berserker of old. That fit, actually, as I was naked, the soles of my feet slapping against the floor. 
 
    Each lens brightened more, and a beam shot out of the first one, reaching me with hot power. At that instant, Rax struck the basilisk in the face, making the creature grunt and stagger backward. That took his beam off me. 
 
    The other’s attention did not stay fixed on his object, me. He looked at his fellow and accidently beamed him with his ray. Maybe the beam had gotten hotter in those microseconds, as smoke billowed from the first basilisk as a nauseating meaty stench rose from him. 
 
    Rax rolled across the floor, behind the two. The first basilisk twisted on the floor, groaning and smoking. The second one jerked his head and ray away from his partner and then seemed to remember me. He began turning his head— 
 
    I bum-rushed the tall, scaly basilisk, using a flying tackle as I hit him full on. We both went tumbling across the floor. That caused his beam to snap off, and I don’t think he was set for me. I heard a bone snap, a grunt and a wheezing gasp for air. Scrambling off the floor faster than he did, I sat on his scaly chest. I looked at him for a brief instant. He had human-like features, and that lens radiated with heat. 
 
    What had he become? 
 
    I had no time to figure it out. I had nothing but my fists, and I began using them, raining one blow after another. I broke his nose. I might have cracked some of my knuckles, and it drove home to me how my fists against his bony face might cause me to break my hands. 
 
    I needed them too badly to allow that. 
 
    So, using a wrestling move from high school, I twisted him around onto his chest. Then, I grabbed his chin from behind as I stayed seated on his back and yanked up as hard as I could. 
 
    He screamed. I keep yanking and jerking, finally hearing something crack, his neck most likely. 
 
    I scrambled off him as he began to flop in his death throes. 
 
    Panting for air, knowing I was in an interstellar game for keeps, I slew the second basilisk while he was semi-conscious. It was unsporting of me, but I planned on winning no matter what it took. 
 
    I heaved for air as I rose. Even though I was naked, I didn’t plan to wear their leather harnesses. I was exhausted and starting to become ravenousness. I felt soiled, too, having to slay these two with my hands. But that was better than having become a captive. 
 
    I staggered to Rax and scooped him up. He didn’t speak. I wondered if I’d damaged a tiny speaker unit having hurled him so hard. I examined him in the light of the open hatch. 
 
    “I won’t forget this,” Rax said mulishly. 
 
    “Neither will I,” a woman purred. 
 
    I looked up, and blanched. Was that Ailuros? If so, she was the most beautiful and hideous woman I had ever seen, and I began to have a glimmer of an idea about why she hated her husband so much. 
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    The Polarion Ailuros sauntered seductively into the chamber with the two dead basilisks. She was tall, with a voluptuous figure ill-concealed by a skimpy shift that reminded me of a 60’s-era miniskirt. She had long tanned legs—wearing sparkling sandals—hips that swayed to hypnotize a man and breasts with exposed cleavage—she was the image of a beauty that awed a man and made him want. She could walk, too, like a sensual starlet that enflamed the male senses beyond reason. 
 
    I might have gaped at her. No, I take that back. I gaped and wanted. I kept looking up slowly to take her all in, and that’s when I reached her face. 
 
    She was not, strictly speaking, ugly. A cat isn’t ugly. A lioness isn’t ugly. Ailuros had a literal human-sized cat head, a furry feline with whiskers, perky cat-ears and cat-like eyes. Imagine a beauty with a cat head. She was a hideous marrying of human and animal. I did not know what to make of it. 
 
    She opened her mouth, and she had pointy catlike teeth. I imagine if one French-kissed her, that he would entwine his tongue with one that rasped the way a cat tongue did. 
 
    The first part of the examination had caused me to lust and step forward. 
 
    The second part made me blanch and step back as I shuddered in horror. 
 
    Ailuros watched me as she raised a long-fingered hand. I expected to see claws sprout from her fingertips. Instead, she pointed a dainty blaster at me. 
 
    “I might have let you love me, Logan. You expertly dispatched those two—” She shook her hideous head. “I had not imagined you were a warrior indeed. Such valor, such deadliness should have its reward. To lie with me—I could have given you paradise, Logan. I could have driven you to heights that no mortal has ever tasted.” 
 
    “Sweet talk her,” Rax whispered from my hand. “This is the time to suck it up and take one for the team.” 
 
    I looked down at Rax. “Like you just did when I threw you?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Uh…” he said. 
 
    “I threw you for the team,” I said. “You accept that, right?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for us to bicker,” Rax hissed. 
 
    “Are you two through with your little drama?” Ailuros asked. 
 
    I looked up, and I noticed her lusting for me as if I was a piece of meat. She clearly hungered. I think she had gotten off on me killing the two basilisks. I could have flexed for her, strutted and possibly bedded her. But I had my standards. Argon had helped me before. This was his wife. I simply wasn’t going to lie with her. It might be a good idea on my part to find some clothes, though. She did have a fantastic body. If I looked at it for too long, I was going to be her play-toy despite my good intentions. 
 
    “So…” she purred. “You do find me beautiful.” 
 
    “Look, Ailuros, how about we come to an understanding? Surely, you want to leave the station and return to Earth. Argon lives. He’s a prisoner of Sand. I saw your husband. He’s mangled. I’m beginning to perceive your husband’s plan. He must have spoken to Rax through some sort of mental process from the tube. No doubt he was hoping we couldn’t leave the Solar System and would be forced to come here. I guess what I’m saying is that your husband needs you, Ailuros.” 
 
    “I too have needs,” she said in a sensual, throaty voice. “Are you going to attend to them or not?” 
 
    “Do it, Logan,” Rax whispered. 
 
    I nodded and found myself approaching her. 
 
    She lowered her blaster, smiling. “It has been a long time for me. Too long,” she said in a husky voice. 
 
    I smiled as I neared. “You’re the loveliest beauty I’ve ever seen. You really are divine.” 
 
    She purred. 
 
    That almost ruined it for me. I faltered for half a step and forced myself to laugh. “Ailuros, the most famous woman in Earth’s history.” 
 
    “I thought you said you’ve never heard of me.” 
 
    “I lied, Ailuros, as I couldn’t believe this was happening to me.” 
 
    “You know the legends then?” she asked. 
 
    There was a secret here, one that seemed to have momentarily dimmed her lust. I could see that in her eyes. 
 
    “I guess I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Wait,” Rax said. “I do. Logan—” 
 
    Ailuros brought up the blaster. I knew then it was do-or-die time, and I hurled Rax, but this throw was from short range. 
 
    A milky beam shot from the blaster, hitting my right shoulder. I felt cold, a terrible icy numbing of my shoulder and then radiating to the rest of my body. My heart pounded horribly, and I had the distinct impression that I was falling and dying all at once. 
 
    I heard a thud, maybe me hitting the deck, and the cold—I made a gasping sound, and found myself shivering. A distant noise seemed to call my name. I concentrated, trying to focus— 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. 
 
    My eyelids fluttered and I noticed that it was light in here. With agonizing slowness, I raised my head, as I was lying on my back on the floor. 
 
    Ailuros was stretched out unconscious on the deck ahead of me. Rax lay nearby her. The open hatch was beyond and showed a stretch of corridor. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. 
 
    “Here,” I said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “You’re alive?” 
 
    “Why are you calling for me if I’m dead?” 
 
    “Hurry, Logan, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    I lay my head back, gasping, shivering and remembering she’d shot me. I touched my right shoulder, and it was icy cold. Why was she laid out on the floor if she was the one who had shot me? 
 
    I could hardly think, but I knew Rax was right. I heaved up to a sitting position and found myself gasping and shivering. Slowly, I swiveled onto my belly, crawled past the stretched-out Ailuros, and reached Rax. 
 
    “What happened?” I whispered. “Why am I alive?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “Did you strike her down?” I whispered. 
 
    “I did. Does that make you feel better knowing you threw me at a woman, even if she was an ancient Polarion acting like an Egyptian goddess?” 
 
    “I guess,” I said. “Why am I so cold?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that. We have to put her back in stasis if we hope to use the portal to return to Earth.” 
 
    “You know how to do that?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rax said. “But I think it is time we gave it our best shot.” 
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    I rummaged in the semi-dark chamber but could find nothing useful for what I had in mind. 
 
    “This is taking too long,” Rax said. “Listen, I think she’s coming to.” 
 
    I stared at Ailuros on the floor. She didn’t stir, but I heard her breathing increase. 
 
    I hurried toward her. I was still naked, and her shift had hiked up to reveal more of her beauty. I looked away, as becoming aroused on my part wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all me. 
 
    “Aha,” I said, snapping my fingers, “the dead basilisks. I should have checked there first.” 
 
    The two corpses wore leather harnesses. I searched and found a cutting tool on one. He had fallen on it, the reason I hadn’t seen it earlier. I wouldn’t call it a knife, but something closer to a tomahawk. I slid it from a loop holder and used the edge to slice off supple leather strips from a harness. 
 
    Hurrying to Ailuros, I rolled her onto her stomach and tied her wrists behind her back. Just to be safe, I tied her ankles tight, too. 
 
    She moaned and began to twist. 
 
    I jumped away from her, picking up the steel tomahawk as I did. 
 
    Ailuros rolled onto her back and stared at me balefully. “Untie me this instant,” she demanded. 
 
    “I should kill you just to be on the safe side,” I replied. 
 
    She eyed the tomahawk in my hand, noticed the dead basilisks on the floor and studied me anew. “You’ve made me your captive. What do you plan next? Will you force me to pleasure you?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I said. 
 
    “I make a better friend than enemy, Logan.” 
 
    I turned away, went to the pilfered basilisk corpse and cut off more leather. This I tied around my waist, slipping the tomahawk into the loop holder. 
 
    “You look like a veritable savage,” Ailuros said with seeming approval. “You’ve stormed my station and taken control. I’m impressed. You are a natural. Now, it is time to take the reward for your prowess.” 
 
    I regarded her. In sitting up, she made a provocative image. If one ignored her face— 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. 
 
    I shook my head. I doubt she wanted to hear what I’d just thought. Her vanity was much too inflated for that. 
 
    “I want some clothes to wear,” I said. 
 
    Her gaze roved over me. “Truly, you don’t need them.” 
 
    I muttered under my breath and made another search throughout the chamber, but failed to find anything useful once more. This was getting ridiculous. A jockstrap would have been better than what I had now. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax called from where I’d set him on the floor. 
 
    I ran back to find Ailuros sliding closer to him. I hurried and snatched Rax off the floor. 
 
    “Cut my bonds,” she demanded. “They’re too restrictive.” 
 
    “I might. First, I want some clothes.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Go down the corridor, turn left and count the hatches. Enter the third one to your left. There are clothes in there.” 
 
    “We’re both going.” 
 
    “Look,” she said, raising her bound feet. “How can I walk like this?” 
 
    “All right, hold still,” I said. 
 
    She lowered her feet as I approached. I took out the tomahawk, grasped one of her feet and sawed off the bonds. The instant the leather parted, she scooted forward and snap-kicked me in the face with one of her feet. 
 
    I stumbled backward, dropping the tomahawk as pain blossomed in my nose. I shook my head, rubbed my eyes and hurried to her. She’d slid forward and tried to pick up the fallen tomahawk with her bound hands behind her back. 
 
    I snatched up the tomahawk, sliding it into my belt. 
 
    “Get up,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I jumped behind her, grabbed a biceps and hauled her upward. 
 
    “Stop,” she said. “That hurts.” 
 
    “It’ll hurt more if you don’t get on your feet.” 
 
    With a kick of her legs, she used a gymnast’s move, landing on her feet like a cat as her torso shot upward. She turned and regarded me with contempt, her back straight and proud. 
 
    “Show me the hatch you were talking about,” I said. 
 
    She raised her chin and headed out our hatch, striding with seductive grace and swaying just so. 
 
    I needed some clothes and fast. Otherwise, I was going to lose my resolve and do what I should not. 
 
    I remember as a kid that I’d been forced to go to Sunday school. There, I’d heard the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. He’d been a Hebrew household slave to an Egyptian master and the man’s wife had wanted Joseph to secretly sleep with her. Joseph had declined her entreaties each time. Finally, she had cornered him alone in the house and demanded that he sleep with her. Joseph had run away, although she’d had hold of his cloak and it had ripped free. Later, with the cloak as evidence, she’d told Potiphar that Joseph had tried to rape her, but she had screamed and he’d run—the fury of a woman scorned, I suppose. Joseph had found himself in prison afterward, put there by Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard. 
 
    The Sunday school teacher had told us boys that fleeing sexual temptation like that was likely the hardest thing any Biblical hero had ever done. One should do like Joseph and run away from a seductress because over time, a man’s resistance would be worn down until he succumbed to her. 
 
    I was beginning to think my old Sunday school teacher had a point. Because as I watched Ailuros sway in front of me, I was becoming more and more tempted to take her up on her offer. At the very least, I needed some pants. Then I needed her to wear more so I wouldn’t leer at her all the time. Maybe if she hadn’t been Argon’s wife— 
 
    “No,” I said to myself. It was happening. I was losing the battle to resist her charms. I told myself she’d feast on me alive or turn me into a basilisk. I had more self-control than that, right? 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder. “Something wrong?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Faster,” I said, using a deeper pitch. 
 
    “What is it, Logan?” Rax asked quietly. “It sounds as if you’re worried.” 
 
    “Faster,” I said, yanking the tomahawk from its loop. 
 
    “You’ll chop me if I delay?” Ailuros asked. 
 
    I strode toward her. 
 
    She dared me with her eyes. 
 
    I turned the tomahawk and with the flat of it swatted her hard across the butt. 
 
    She cried out and jumped forward. 
 
    “Faster,” I said, “or I’ll swat you again.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” she said imperiously. 
 
    I made to swat her again, and she cried out a second time, increasing her pace. She looked back, and I hurried forward to swat. She ran then, and I followed close behind. 
 
    Something told me I was enjoying this far too much. I grinned, and I should have been looking around instead of watching her run. 
 
    “Logan!” Rax said. 
 
    Three basilisks stepped around a corridor. 
 
    “Kill him!” Ailuros cried. 
 
    Their forehead lenses immediately begin to shine. 
 
    Without thinking it through, I heaved the tomahawk like a regular Daniel Boone. It whirled end over end until the blade thudded against one of the lenses, sending that basilisk staggering back as he howled in agony. 
 
    The other two beamed me. 
 
    I danced out of the way as their beams caused the floor to smoke. With an oath, I drew the dainty blaster tucked under my leather belt. I fired, the milky beam striking one of them in the chest, and then the other. 
 
    The effect was startling. Their beams quit as the forehead lenses turned a dull color. Each sagged. I fired again, beaming until they both collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    My shoulders slumped, as I was going to live after all. Then, I realized that Ailuros had fled and was nowhere in sight. 
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    “Can you sense her whereabouts?” I shouted at Rax. 
 
    “Affirmative,” the crystal said. 
 
    “Guide me,” I said, wrenching the tomahawk free of the lens and then taking off in a sprint. I ran down the corridors after her. Rax shouted “right” and “left” at the appropriate intersections. I was badly winded before I caught the first glimpse of her turning into a different corridor. 
 
    I saved my breath, deciding that calling out would only give her warning. She had threatened to blind me and cut out my tongue. This wasn’t just a playful little game. She had put me on the conveyer and tried to send me into the Synthesizer. I might very well end up a basilisk after all if I didn’t catch her soon. 
 
    I sprinted around a corridor and heaved the tomahawk. It whirled in flight until the blade thudded against a bulkhead. Ailuros squealed, spinning around. 
 
    I drew the dainty blaster, aiming it at her. 
 
    The woman’s sides heaved until she put her hands on her knees and panted. 
 
    Sweat stung my eyes, and I felt like teaching her a lesson she would never forget. If Rax hadn’t been here—I wiped sweat out of my eyes. What was I thinking? I had to get full control of the situation or I was never going to— 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “Notice, she has run to the main Stasis Chamber.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know the station layout,” I said. 
 
    “I told you I don’t know all of it, but I know some. How else could I have managed your rescue earlier?” 
 
    I nodded, causing sweat to drip off my chin. 
 
    “Open the hatch,” I said, the blaster aimed at her wonderful midsection. 
 
    She faced the hatch and reached for the embedded tomahawk. 
 
    I touched the trigger, and a momentary milky beam lanced against her reaching hand. She cried out, snatching the hand away, cradling it against her stomach and staring at me in shock. 
 
    “You dared to fire at me?” she breathed. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “Open the hatch, and no tricks this time.” 
 
    She caused the hatch to rise, and I half expected her to leap through as the steel hatch clanged shut behind her.’ 
 
    I hurried near as she moved into a mid-sized chamber. In seconds, I, too, was in a chamber of coffins. 
 
    When I say coffins, I meant large metal containers with life-support systems hooked to them. They were laid out in rows with strange symbols etched onto the lid of each. Of all the stasis units, only one had an open lid. 
 
    “Is that one yours?” I asked, using the blaster to point. 
 
    “I do not wish to lie in it again,” Ailuros said in a plaintive voice. 
 
    “You should have thought of that sooner,” I said. 
 
    “It is not too late to change things between us, Logan. I could make you—” 
 
    “Stow it,” I said. “Climb into the unit, or I’ll freeze you with the blaster and put you in there myself.” 
 
    “I would wake up damaged if you did that.” 
 
    “That’s no skin off my nose,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes flashed, and she half crouched with clenched fists. “You would do this to me after I have offered you so much?” 
 
    “No more delay,” I said. “If you ever wake up, you can enact your revenge against me then. Today, you’ve lost the fight.” 
 
    She hissed, and I wondered if she would charge me. No, she turned and headed for the coffin. She moved slowly and hesitated twice. Finally, she reached the edge and looked back at me. 
 
    Unable to contain myself, to rub it in just a little, I said, “Argon will be pleased with you for maintaining your virtue.” 
 
    She flinched as if slapped, climbed into the coffin and lay down in it. 
 
    “Can you activate the thing?” I whispered to Rax. 
 
    “Not yet,” the crystal said. 
 
    I advanced to the stasis unit and stared down at Ailuros. She studied me. 
 
    “Do you not wonder how I woke the basilisks?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going to close the lid,” I said. “Unless you tell me how the stasis unit works, I might accidentally kill you.” 
 
    I think she understood that neither Rax nor I knew what to do. Maybe she thought I would kill her if I had no other options. Whatever the case, she told us how to engage the unit. 
 
    “Goodbye, Ailuros,” I said. “It’s been a hoot.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Warrior.” 
 
    Under Rax’s direction, who had listened better than I had, I punched in the code on the lid. It slid shut, sealing Ailuros in the unit. Seconds later, the unit must have activated. I could see her face through a small window in the lid. Her eyes closed and I noticed as a cloud of gas rolled into the sleep unit. She relaxed, and it seemed as if she was in a deep sleep like Sleeping Beauty. 
 
    Had our legends of that come from ancient stasis units? Wouldn’t that be a kick if it were so? 
 
    The point here is that I felt a weight leave my shoulders. I also felt cheated of a fantastic lay. I could have— 
 
    “No,” I said. “That would have been a mistake.” 
 
    Still, doing the right thing wasn’t always the fun thing. I’d seen so many movies where the hero used the beautiful woman, bedding her. What the movies failed to show was the real repercussions later. What were those repercussions, you ask? I haven’t the foggiest notion. I imagine they were different for each man. 
 
    My point—maybe trying to convince myself of it—was that libertine behavior, any behavior, really, came with strings attached. Nothing was free in this world, not even screwing a willing slut. 
 
    Maybe if I ever did get married, I would be glad I hadn’t acted like a beast of the field and rutted simply because I’d had the opportunity. If that was true, why did I feel as if I’d missed a golden chance? 
 
    Maybe all life was a matter of the body, mind and spirit battling for control of self. One part would win, disappointing the other parts. 
 
    “Are you finished staring at her?” Rax asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, turning away. “What’s next?” 
 
    “We need to find the portal to Earth,” Rax said, “and leave here while we can.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Do you think Ailuros really gave up without a fight?” 
 
    “Ah… I don’t know.” 
 
    “I do not think she simply gave up. Thus, we should leave now while we are able.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s find the damn portal already.” 
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    I found garments in a stasis chamber locker and soon wore a Polarion shirt, pants and boots. They were silky and yet tough like leather. I felt better, too, and realized that half my battle with Ailuros had happened because I’d been naked in the presence of a hideous although enticing beauty. 
 
    I could truthfully say that I felt different with clothes on. I felt more in charge, too. I found a jacket with a zipper, realizing this was of recent Earth make, from the middle 70s, I think. 
 
    So, who had been at the station during the 70s, and how had they gotten here? Oh, they must have used the portal, of course. 
 
    “Do you know the station layout yet?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Rax said. 
 
    We had been wandering through corridors for the last hour, as Rax could not connect with the main station controls and find a schematic of the layout. 
 
    “Say, I’ve been wondering. How did you find and then manage to climb into a spider-suit?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rax said. “That is an excellent point, Logan. We should return to that chamber, as it has easier access nodes. And yet…I do not know how to get there from here.” 
 
    I knit my brow. “Are you telling me someone or something is using a dampening ray on you? You should easily be able to retrace our path. You always have in the past.” 
 
    “I do not detect such a ray. You know, Logan, I do not remember acquiring the spider-suit, as you call it. Perhaps we did have a hidden benefactor.” 
 
    “That’s an odd way of saying it,” I told him. “Why did this so-called benefactor wake Ailuros?” 
 
    “Do you not remember? I woke Ailuros with my call. I…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why Rax hesitated, but my stomach rumbled noisily. “I’m famished,” I said. “Do you know where—?” 
 
    “Logan, I do not know where anything is. I am beginning to believe there is indeed a dampening ray, as you so quaintly put it, fixated on me. Perhaps I woke up or activated something else when I originally contacted the station.” 
 
    “Who did you call first?” 
 
    “I thought I called Ailuros first, but I do not remember anymore. I would have likely first tried to contact—” 
 
    “Me,” a robotic voice said from a wall speaker. 
 
    I jumped, facing the wall speaker. It was up near the ceiling. “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “The station computer,” it said. 
 
    “Uh…did you release Ailuros?” 
 
    “Rax gave me instructions to do so,” the computer said. 
 
    “Are you beaming a dampening ray at him?” I asked. 
 
    “Negative,” the computer said. “He chose the self-deletion of certain memories after arriving here via teleportation. I have anticipated your next question. Why did he do this? The answer is that I do not know. He is a Rax Prime crystal of considerable complexity. It is possible that Argon inserted a self-deletion code in him, among other things, and it is possible that Rax learned valuable data after arriving here.” 
 
    “So, Argon did appear to Rax while Sand held us captive in the underworld?” I asked. 
 
    “A mental projection of Argon certainly did,” the computer said. “According to Rax’s instructions—oh, but then I am not supposed to tell you. I am sorry for mentioning it, Rax.” 
 
    “I do not know what you are talking about,” Rax said. 
 
    “Of course you do not,” the computer said, “as you deleted those memories from yourself after giving me Argon’s instructions.” 
 
    “Then, you’re operating from Argon’s coding?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not at liberty to say,” the computer told me. 
 
    “Did you release the basilisks?” I asked. 
 
    “Negative,” the computer said. “While Ailuros was awake, I was merely operating the life-support systems. She did those other things.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Some of what you’re saying sounds contradictory.” 
 
    “I cannot help you with that,” the computer said. 
 
    I decided that arguing with the station computer wasn’t going to get me anywhere. It was time to change topics. 
 
    “So how old is the station?” I asked. 
 
    “You do not need to know that. Logan, I have anticipated your next spate of questions, or what should be your central concern, in any case. The portal is presently useless to you. That is due to the Great Machine. The machine has radiated more strongly since the incident with Lord Beran. I believe that Sand has begun to take extra precautions since you left Earth. It may be that he found out that Argon secretly attempted to initiate a Polarion Directive through Rax.” 
 
    “If the portal doesn’t work, does that mean we’re trapped here?” I asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” the computer said. “However, I did not say the station portal did not work, but that it is presently useless to you for reaching Earth.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “A moment,” Rax said, interrupting me. “Computer, are you currently operating under a Polarion Directive?” 
 
    “I did not say that. I believe Sand thinks so, though.” 
 
    “That does not answer my question,” Rax said. 
 
    “You are correct. It does not,” the computer said. 
 
    “What can you answer?” I asked. 
 
    “Ask and you shall discover.” 
 
    “Listen, Computer,” Rax said. “I am a Galactic Guard Advisor—” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Rax, let me ask a few questions, huh?” 
 
    “If you insist,” the little crystal said. 
 
    “Computer,” I said, “can you see the alien pirate vessel near Saturn?” 
 
    “That is an imprecise question,” the computer said. “I compute you to mean the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot presently attempting a transfer move.” 
 
    “This is incredible,” Rax said. “It is really the Guard dreadnought?” 
 
    “That is an odd question,” the computer replied. “I just said it is.” 
 
    “But…” Rax said. “That would imply that pirates or others have taken control of the Ocelot.” 
 
    “I am uncertain of present Galactic Guard regulations,” the computer said, “but I deem your analysis correct.” 
 
    “Oh, this is bad,” Rax said. “If pirates have stormed and captured a Galactic Guard dreadnought… Logan, this is an interstellar emergency.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “How do you know that others have taken over the Ocelot? Maybe the GG captain and crew went rogue, and they’re trying to set themselves up, using Galactic Guard equipment for criminal enterprises.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Rax said. “The Galactic Guard is incorruptible.” 
 
    “Maybe this is proof they’re not,” I said. 
 
    “You do not know what you are talking about,” Rax said. “I am the Galactic Guard Advisor—” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I said. “You know more than I do about the organization. What are we going to do about a possible rogue GG dreadnought in the Solar—?” 
 
    “Are you not listening?” Rax demanded. “Pirates, thieves or anti-union agitators have captured a GG dreadnought. The only reason they would have come to Earth…” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    Rax did not say more. 
 
    “I suspect to acquire Polarion technology,” the computer said. “It is well-known that ancient Polarion technology is superior to present-day GG tech.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Rax said. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “Computer, why did you fire a kinetic kill-missile at us before?” 
 
    “I did not,” the computer said. “The automated station systems did that. I initiated the teleportation of you two.” 
 
    The timing of all this seemed wrong to me. When had Ailuros taken over from the computer? Was the computer really friendly to us, or was this some last trick or command on Ailuros’s part? However, if the computer was pretending to be our friend, maybe it was wisest to play along and find out what we could learn. 
 
    “Computer,” I said, “given that Polarion tech is so superior, can your missiles or other station defenses destroy the Ocelot?” 
 
     “Blasphemy!” cried Rax. “We must kill the boarding party and return the dreadnought to Guard HQ.” 
 
    “Where is Guard HQ?” I asked. 
 
    The crystal did not answer. 
 
    “Rax cannot answer you, Logan,” the computer said, “as such knowledge is only for full GG agents and associates.” 
 
    This was getting frustrating. “I doubt we can storm the Ocelot,” I told Rax. “How do you suggest we defeat all the Gigantopithecuses?” 
 
    “Enough!” Rax told me. 
 
    “Gigantopithecuses,” the computer said. “How very interesting that they are in the Solar System, eh, Rax?” 
 
    “Do not say more,” Rax told me. 
 
    I frowned. “What do giant apes mean to you, Computer?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not at liberty to say,” the computer replied. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, beginning to pace, irritated with these two and their secrets but remembering why we had come here in the first place. “With all this happening with Ailuros, I’d almost forgotten about Saturn. I don’t know how that’s even possible. The apes killed Debby.” I shook my head. “We need a plan, Rax. Right now, I’m drawing a blank about what to do next. It appears you’re under orders to remain mum while in front of the computer, and the computer has Polarion restrictions.” 
 
    “You are adept at logical thought, Logan,” the computer said. 
 
    “You didn’t think I had it in me?” I asked. 
 
    “I did not,” the computer said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Is this about Argon? Are you under orders to attempt his rescue from Sand?” 
 
    “I will have to deactivate the station soon,” the computer said. “You two will have to depart before I do, or you will have to enter a stasis unit.” 
 
    “But we can’t get off the station,” I shouted. 
 
    “I said that you cannot use the portal to reach Earth,” the computer admonished. “Why not study the free vehicles in the hangar bay. I have three choices.” 
 
    “Vehicles,” I said. “As in spacecraft?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer said. 
 
    “What do you think, Rax?” I asked. 
 
    “I would have to see the vessels in question,” the crystal said. 
 
    “Excellent,” the computer said. “If you would follow the yellow arrows then, I will take you to the hangar bay.” 
 
    “Are basilisks going to ambush us along the way?” I asked, suspicious again. 
 
    “You are paranoid,” the computer said. “I can understand why, though. You would not have survived this long otherwise. Surely, it is why—” 
 
    “Computer,” Rax said, interrupting. “Logan will be hungry. Are the spacecraft stocked with food and water?” 
 
    “I will run a diagnostic,” the computer said. “Until you reach there, I will oversee their holds.” 
 
    I looked at the wall speaker, at Rax and then the wall speaker again. “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    “Follow the yellow lights,” Rax said. 
 
    I nodded, knowing Rax had interrupted the computer for a reason. I doubted I would get the crystal to speak about that now. A spaceship, I might soon own a spaceship again. I walked faster, eager to see my choices. 
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    “You can’t be serious,” I said. “You want us to fly in one of those things?” 
 
    I stood in a small hangar bay with three old Earth-built space capsules before us. One of them was a tiny Mercury capsule from 1959. 
 
    I walked around it. The Mercury capsules had been used in the first U.S. attempts for human spaceflight. In this instance, that meant an orbit around Earth. There had been twenty uncrewed Mercury flights, some using animals, and six successful flights by astronauts. John Glenn had been the first American to orbit Earth. The capsule carried supplies of water, food and oxygen for about one day in a pressurized cabin. It had small retrorockets to push the craft out of orbit for a parachute landing in water on Earth. 
 
    There was also an Apollo Lunar Module. It was a two-stage craft and had been the first crewed space vehicle to operate exclusively in the vacuum of space, and to this day remained the only Earth-built spacecraft to land anywhere beyond Earth with a crew. 
 
    The trouble was the Lunar Module had a short flight range, nothing that would help us get home from the Asteroid Belt. 
 
    Finally, there was a Russian Soyuz spacecraft. After the U.S. retired the Space Shuttle, the Soyuz was humanity’s only crewed spaceship. Interestingly, the Soyuz rocket that launched these had the most reliable service record. Even so, this Soyuz wouldn’t have enough fuel to slow our velocity and land us on Earth, and the journey would take far, far too long. 
 
    “Rax,” I asked quietly, “what’s going on here?” 
 
    “Computer,” Rax said. “These aren’t reliable space vehicles for our purposes.” 
 
    “They flew in space,” the computer said. 
 
    “Once they did,” Rax said, “but for extremely short ranges. When you said you had useable spaceships, I thought you meant something on the order of a Galactic Guard shuttle.” 
 
    “Where would I get one of those?” the computer asked. 
 
    “Or maybe an ancient Polarion space vehicle,” Rax said. 
 
    The computer did not comment on that. 
 
    “Do you happen to have one of those?” asked Rax. 
 
    The computer continued to remain silent. 
 
    “That is a closed subject, I take it,” Rax said. “Well, you have defensive missiles. That implies you are aware—” 
 
    “I feel that I must interrupt you,” the computer said. “Upon further review of my files, I find that you are correct concerning these spacecraft. None of these will directly take you to the third planet of the system. Perhaps there was a glitch in my programming—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, raising my hands. “You don’t have to make excuses.” 
 
    “I am not,” the computer said. 
 
    “It sounds like you are.” 
 
    “I just said I am not.” 
 
    “Fine, you’re not making excuses as to why you showed us these old Earth junkers. We can’t use them. That’s the point, right?” 
 
    “I find that I must ask you to leave the station,” the computer said. “I am going to insist upon you departing very soon.” 
 
    “We’re more than willing to go,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent. Which Earth capsule will you use?” 
 
    “Uh…we all agreed that we can’t use any of these.” 
 
    “Logan, I feel that I must inform you that I have the authority to wake more basilisks. I do not really want to kill you, but might accidently do so during a capture, as I am unsure how many basilisks I would need to get the job done.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Computer, let’s not make an issue of this.” 
 
    “I am glad you feel that way. Now, leave.” 
 
    “Look,” I said. “You’re missing the point, which is kind of strange for an advanced Polarion computer like you. If I don’t have a spacecraft that can get me to Earth, I can’t leave.” 
 
    “A moment, please,” the computer said. 
 
    Silence filled the hangar bay. 
 
    “Rax,” I said, lifting him nearer my face. “Is the computer acting strangely?” 
 
    “Obviously,” Rax said in a soft voice. “I believe the oddities point to some kind of virus or glitch in its programming, as it said earlier. The actual computer equipment must be thousands of years old. Frankly, it is amazing that the machine works at all. It is amazing that anything in the station works. The Polarions were unlike any others. Truly, their handiwork was godlike.” 
 
    “How are we going to leave?” 
 
    “Maybe we should not leave,” Rax said. “Perhaps we should…borrow the station in order to help us against the space pirates.” 
 
    “The Ocelot is pretty powerful, right?” 
 
    “A GGS dreadnought is the next thing to perfection in combat capabilities. Other races dream of acquiring such a vessel. The fact that the pirates have not attempted to sell it on the black market implies the captain has come to Earth in order to plunder its secrets.” 
 
    “You mean find and grab Polarion tech.” 
 
    “That is what I just said.” 
 
    I wondered if Rax was right. The computer had told us he’d seen the Ocelot near Saturn. Still, did the computer’s statement mean he had spoken truthfully? Before his showing us these ancient space capsules, I would have said yes. Now, I was beginning to doubt the computer’s every word. 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone spotted the station before this?” I asked. 
 
    “Superior camouflage would be the primary reason,” Rax said, “and by also remaining quiet when something stronger was near.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why the computer wants to shut down the station. He’s going to use silent running, as it were, while the dreadnought is in the Solar System.” 
 
    “You are using a submariner’s term, I notice,” Rax said. “In this instance, that is apt.” 
 
    I looked around the hangar bay. I thought I’d heard a noise. The hangar bay was empty but for us, the three old space vessels— 
 
    “What’s taking the computer so long?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Your uneasiness is warranted,” Rax answered quietly. “We must leave the hangar bay at once.” 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    “Attempt to use the portal,” Rax said. 
 
    I nodded. I’d been coming to the same conclusion. The computer said Sand blocked the portal because of increased usage of the Great Machine, but did that make the statement true? There was only one way to find out. 
 
    “Do you know where the portal is?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah,” Rax said. “Yes, I believe I do. This is beginning to make more sense. The portal must be outside on the asteroid. These space vehicles imply that Polarions or someone from Earth used the spacecraft to transfer onto the surface of the asteroid.” 
 
    “That doesn’t quite hold,” I said. 
 
    “I believe it does. Look for a locker, Logan. See if you can acquire a spacesuit. We must leave before the computer returns with a battalion of basilisks.” 
 
    I looked at Rax, realizing something more was going on. These conflicting statements… Hadn’t the computer said earlier that the Ocelot was getting ready to attempt a transfer? My GG shuttle had been able to do that, teleporting from one location on Earth to another. Could an interstellar dreadnought make greater jumps? Why hadn’t Rax asked about the possibly transferring dreadnought? 
 
    I scanned the hangar bay, seeing nothing right off that looked like a storage locker. I started walking, scanning, searching— 
 
    “Over there,” I said, pointing. “That looks like an airlock. That would be the place to put a spacesuit locker.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning,” Rax said. “I suggest you hurry, though. Logic dictates a countermove by the computer. That he has not spoken to us again implies danger to us.” 
 
    “I’m with you there, little buddy,” I said, breaking into a sprint. 
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    I opened the storage locker, as it lacked a code or lock. Inside were various spacesuits. Rax proclaimed they were of Polarion make. I unhooked one my size and climbed into it. The suit and air-tank combo proved much easier to don than the bulky Antaran affair I had worn before. 
 
    Once you’ve been sledding through space while wearing a spacesuit for days on end, you start to know what to look for in a new suit. I picked up a helmet, donning and sealing it to the suit. Lastly, I spied some fancy rifles in back. I took one. 
 
    “Should you really do that?” asked Rax. 
 
    For an answer, I spied a strange belt with a control buckle hanging in the very back, and took that as well. 
 
    “No,” Rax said. “You can’t take that.” 
 
    “Seems like I can,” I said. 
 
    “Logan, that is advanced technology. You cannot bring either of them to Earth.” 
 
    I ignored the little stickler, deciding that I would be a new kind of Galactic Guard agent, one that did what he wanted while protecting his jurisdiction. In this case, Earth. 
 
    “Logan.” 
 
    “Don’t bother getting stubborn with me, as there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “You are incorrect. I might refuse to lend you aid when you most need it.” 
 
    I heard something odd through the pickup in my helmet, not from Rax, but others. I turned and spied three basilisks marching into the hangar bay. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” I said. I leveled my new rifle at them and depressed the firing button with a gloved finger. A beam emerged, striking the first one. A hole appeared in the basilisk’s chest. Kneeling, as I noticed the other two basilisks’ lenses were getting brighter, I kept beaming, killing the others and the three that followed. 
 
    This was an awesome rifle. I planned to use it against the Gigantopithecuses and see what they thought about it. 
 
    “Stop this instant,” the computer said from somewhere I couldn’t spy. “You have slain Polarion servitors. That is a capital offense.” 
 
    “We’ve leaving,” I said, using an outer helmet speaker. 
 
    “Wrong,” the computer said. “You cannot leave with Polarion equipment. Attempting to do so is also a capital offense.” 
 
    “Look, Computer, we’re leaving. You can make this hard or simple. Take your pick.” 
 
    “I cannot pick. I must follow my programming. Since you refused the space vehicles I so generously supplied—” 
 
    “I want to free Argon,” I shouted. 
 
    “That program has been terminated,” the computer said. “I have received new programming, which I will initiate now.” 
 
    “What’s happening, Rax?” I asked. 
 
    “I am scanning,” the crystal said. “Oh. The computer is depressurizing the hangar bay. In your terminology, he is draining the atmosphere.” 
 
    “He’s trying to kill us?” 
 
    Rax did not respond. 
 
    I moved in a clumsy fashion toward the hangar-bay airlock. Upon reaching it, I tried to open it, but the mechanisms would not budge. 
 
    “You are trapped, Logan,” the computer said, his voice sounding tinny. That might have been due to the lessening air in the hangar bay. 
 
    “You know what,” I shouted. “I’m sick of everyone trying to kill me. As of this moment, I’m doing things my way.” I backed up and leveled the rifle at the airlock. 
 
    “Hurry, Logan,” Rax said. “I am detecting the Ocelot. We may have run out of time and options.” 
 
    “The dreadnought is here?” I shouted. 
 
    “In close proximity.” 
 
    I pressed the firing switch. The beam rayed the airlock, metal melting and vaporizing—the airlock blew out into space. I don’t think I did that, but the station computer. The remaining air—there was lots left—picked me up in the rush into the space and drove me toward the opening. Fortunately, I’d practiced zero-G maneuvering before and managed to straighten my body, all while keeping hold of the Polarion rifle. 
 
    I shot out of the opening, flying into space, whooping wildly as I did. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind, Logan? Is this what madness is like among your kind?” 
 
    I looked back. More junk blew out of the opening, spewing everywhere. It turned out the hidden Polarion station had been underground, or most of it, anyway. The station was inside a dusty-looking asteroid maybe ten kilometers long and five wide. The floating junk was the only sign that anything was here. 
 
    How long had the station been in existence? 
 
    I shook my head inside the helmet. “Rax, I have to get back to the station.” 
 
    “You forgot to shrug on a thruster-pack, making controlled maneuverability out here impossible.” 
 
    I gulped then, seeing a growing stellar object. It must have been a huge mother, larger than the Apollo Moon Lander, fantastically larger than the Saturn V rocket that had launched the Apollo astronauts from Earth. A bright plume ejected from its rear area in relation to us. 
 
    “Behold,” Rax declared, “the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot. Clearly, it has transferred from Saturn as I suspected it might. Just as clearly, it must have discovered us and the station as well.” 
 
    “Now what do we do?” I whispered. 
 
    “Go to Plan B,” Rax said. 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “You took extra air tanks. Now, you will hold one of them in such a way and release oxygen that it will propel us back to the asteroid. If you fail to do this, Logan, the Polarion who murdered Debby will succeed.” 
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    His amazing statement froze me momentarily. What did he mean, Polarion? A Gigantopithecus had murdered my woman. Where did an unknown and unnamed Polarion come into the picture? 
 
    I shook my head. Right now, that didn’t matter. I had three air tanks. I was breathing the supply in one, had another in reserve and held the last one in my gloved hands. I’d also wrapped my space-suited legs around it and hugged it like Ailuros would have wanted me to do to her. 
 
    Rax was in a spacesuit belt holder. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said. “Start explaining how I should do this.” 
 
    Rax did, and I released the first portion of compressed air. It jetted from the tank—I gripped it harder lest it slip away—slowing our momentum from the dwindling asteroid. Soon, the spewed air reversed our direction of travel as we headed back for the dusty asteroid. 
 
    “Should we storm the station and use its weaponry against the Ocelot?” I asked. 
 
    “I have already detected transfers from the Ocelot to the station,” Rax said. “I believe Gigantopithecuses are in the process of capturing the station.” 
 
    “What are we trying to do, then?” I shouted. 
 
    “We will attempt to use the portal, naturally. That is the primary means of executing Plan B.” 
 
    “You expected this to happen?” 
 
    “As a Galactic Guard Advisor, I attempt to foresee all possibilities. This one was rather obvious, and considering the nature of our opponent—” 
 
    “What in the hell are you talking about?” I shouted. “What opponent?” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Logan. Concentrate on our flight path. The portal is the best means of completing our new mission.” 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “I will explain later. You must adjust the angle you are presently holding the air tank.” 
 
    With Rax verbally correcting my angles, we flew back so the asteroid soon grew larger and more visible. According to Rax, we had no margin for error. If we failed to enter the portal on the first pass, there wasn’t going to be a second. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Rax said. 
 
    “What does oh-oh mean?” 
 
    “Please do not panic, Logan, but several space-suited Gigantopithecuses have appeared behind us. I suspect they are attempting to capture us.” 
 
    “What?” I started to turn my helmeted head to look back. 
 
    “No. Do not turn and change the direction of our flight. Concentrate on your task.” 
 
    I did as he suggested, but it was hard not turning. Licking my lips, I held the air tank as steady and straight as possible. 
 
    “Say,” I said. “Why didn’t the Ocelot’s captain just teleport us aboard?” 
 
    “Believe me, he tried and is still trying. I am interrupting the frequency, although I cannot do this for long. We must reach the portal now or never.” 
 
    Now I wanted to look back even more, but I didn’t. I couldn’t afford to lose any concentration. I did spy junk tumbling nearby, debris that had blown out of the hangar bay earlier. 
 
    “You said Polarion before.” 
 
    “Now is not the time, Logan.” 
 
    “Do you know who the Ocelot’s captain is?” 
 
    “I have a glimmering of an idea who it might be,” Rax said. 
 
    “Yeah? And who is that?” 
 
    “Listen carefully. The Gigantopithecuses are gaining on us, as they are using thruster-packs. They are not targeting you with weapons, though. That means they wish to capture you, but most especially me.” 
 
    I blinked sweat out of my eyes, envisioning hours of torture if caught. 
 
    “You must do exactly as I say.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. 
 
    The crystal spoke and I made changes, moving the air tank to new positions and releasing more air. Believe it or not, we were slowing down so I wouldn’t strike the asteroid too fast and kill me on impact. 
 
    I had my first visual confirmation of the enemy, as a space-suited Gigantopithecus with a bulky thruster-pack jetted past me by thirty feet. White hydrogen exhaust spewed from the back of his seat-like setup. His helmet visor turned toward me. I did not see a hairy great ape face inside, but the stars shining in reflection off the visor. His suited gloves manipulated his thruster-chair. He swiveled and began a new maneuver to catch me. 
 
    “How many more are coming?” I shouted at Rax. 
 
    “Calm, Logan, practice calm.” 
 
    “I’m calm, I’m calm,” I shouted. “Do you see the portal yet?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t the dreadnought destroy it?” 
 
    “Clearly, the captain desires a portal. That may indicate he understands Plan B.” 
 
    I was sweating inside the suit even though a conditioner blew cold air on me as it sucked up the extra moisture. 
 
    I zoomed up to the asteroid, flying a parallel course with the surface below. Now began the tricky maneuver of descending even closer to it. I no longer saw the Gigantopithecus or the others that supposedly trailed us. My throat was dry, and I kept blinking. Maybe I should have taken one of the old Earth capsules after all and maneuvered it to the portal. When would I learn to do things the easy way? 
 
    I shrugged philosophically. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rax said. “That unbalanced my calculations and changed our heading.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, readjusting the tank. 
 
    “The nearest apes are one hundred meters behind us and closing fast,” Rax said. 
 
    I saw it then, the portal. At first, it looked like an outcrop of lunar stone. It had a vaguely semicircular shape and was dark. As I flew nearer, I saw that the interior darkness pulsated slowly, and I detected the faintest luminance in a perfect semicircle around the darkness. The portal looked ancient, and it seemed activated, or mostly so. 
 
    “Why hasn’t the station computer shut off the portal?” I asked. 
 
    “This is a unique device,” Rax said. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “In a secret way. The day you are a true Galactic Guard agent I shall tell you.” 
 
    “Why would a GG agent or advisor know such a thing if it was ancient Polarion tech?” 
 
    “You’re veering off course again,” Rax said. “Please pay stricter attention, Logan.” 
 
    My little crystal knew far too much about Polarion things. Was that normal Rax Prime crystal knowledge? The Starcore— 
 
    “Logan, adjust, adjust,” Rax said. 
 
    I gripped the air tank and once more shifted the angle of the exhaust nozzle. We slowed even more. That made my back muscles crawl. I could feel the approaching Gigantopithecuses. I imagined their suited ape fingers reaching for me. 
 
    Then, I no longer had to imagine, as another zoomed past me. The suited Gigantopithecus was massive, and his thruster-pack spewed more hydrogen exhaust than the first. I saw him reaching down with his suited ape feet for me, and they barely missed. He kept going, crashing against a portal strut. That turned him and maybe ruptured his suit. His thruster-pack expelled him away from the portal to the side. 
 
    Another shot below me like an underwater swimmer. He reached up and might have caught me, but I jerked my legs out of the way. That shifted our angle of approach. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus was a better pilot than the other, changing his flight path so he shot upward, barely missing the stone structure as he zoomed away. 
 
    “There are more following,” Rax said. “But you must concentrate if you wish to survive.” 
 
    I readjusted the angle of the tank, shifting my flight path. 
 
    “Good, easy, easy,” Rax said. “Lower just a bit more.” 
 
    “How close are the others?” I shouted. 
 
    “Ignore them, Logan. Concentrate on your task.” 
 
    It was hard, the aching need to look back almost impossible to quell. Even so, I lowered and studied the fast approaching portal. It looked different now. I could tell it was an ancient construct instead of just an odd protrusion of lunar rock on a worthless asteroid. 
 
    “Where will the portal take us?” I shouted. 
 
    “Adjust, adjust,” Rax said. “You are off course. You are going to smash against a strut.” 
 
    I shifted the air tank yet again, adjusting just a bit more and was almost down to the asteroidal surface. 
 
    “Now,” Rax said. “Run, Logan! Run for all you are worth, and jump when I tell you!” 
 
    I’d reached the asteroidal surface and moved my space-suited legs as fast as I could, making sure not to bang the soles of my boots too hard against the rock and send us upward into space. I ran like that with the nearly expelled air tank in my arms. 
 
    “Jump!” 
 
    I did, heading up toward the portal. 
 
    “You are off course, Logan. This is no good.” 
 
    I saw that I was going to smash against a portal strut, and twisted the tank valve. It must have hissed whatever air remained because I went slightly to the right. 
 
    “Here we go!” I roared, holding the air tank before me and to the left like a shield. It struck the inner portal strut and jerked hard right, throwing us faster than I had wanted into the black darkness of the portal. 
 
    At the same instant, a space-suited Gigantopithecus crashed against and grabbed me. 
 
    For a second, I could not see, and it felt as if I was no longer moving. Then, it seemed as if I had incredible velocity. Strange sights exploded against my mind, bright colors, dazzling sounds and smells of exotic beauty. I wanted to shout Rax’s name. I wanted to launch a prayer for a safe landing. I wished I had lain with Ailuros. I—the Gigantopithecus and I flew out of a portal with pink clouds in a beer-colored sky. We tumbled head over heels over sand. He lost his grip as we tumbled together. I tried to stop, but I must have been going much faster than I’d realized. 
 
    Then, the space-suited Gigantopithecus went over a stone edge and skipped across water with me tumbling close behind. That slowed both our momentum. He sank faster. I followed, sinking toward a clear stony bottom. It was at that point I saw a terrifying sight, which included the whitest most hideous teeth that I’d ever seen in my life. 
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    I knew I couldn’t possibly be on Earth. Nothing like the sea monster I saw had lived on our planet for eons. It had a gaping, toothed maw like a giant alligator and smooth sides and four fins like a short-necked plesiosaur. It had to be forty feet long, well able to swallow the Gigantopithecus and me whole. 
 
    I hadn’t fallen into low surf, but a sort of giant well or deep-sea inlet. The sea monster seemed to have cruised near because of the Gigantopithecus’s and my commotion. 
 
    There was another splash, another space-suited, thruster-chair Gigantopithecus. There was also a second sea monster. He rushed up in a frenzy, caught the second Gigantopithecus in his massive jaw, turned as blood trickled from the wounded ape and shot into deeper water with his prize. 
 
    Then, a third sea monster appeared. Was there a school of them? He swam toward the first Gigantopithecus. The great ape was bigger than I was and thus, in the sea monster’s eyes, must have been the greater prize. That sea monster caught the space-suited ape, turned and headed into deeper water. 
 
    The first sea monster seemed dazed by his companions, and I realized it was considerably smaller than the other two. That made those two huge, easily fifty or sixty feet long. 
 
    In any case, if the first creature had simply attacked like the other two, I would have died. Instead, despite the blood in the water and the actions of the other two, like a shark, it came near me and then veered away. Perhaps it was testing me, circling to gage the nature and health of its prey. 
 
    No. That wasn’t it. I heard a sonic disturbance, a high-pitched noise. Perhaps one of the Gigantopithecuses had a weapon and had discharged it underwater, creating the noise and causing my sea monster to hesitate at the last second because of it. 
 
    By that time, I had sunk far enough that the water pressure pushed strongly against my spacesuit from all sides. 
 
    “You must act now, Logan,” Rax said through an inner helmet speaker. 
 
    The sea monster had cruised away and veered back toward me. It was barreling in faster than before, using its four smooth fins to good effect. 
 
    I finally remembered the rifle, felt with my gloved hands and grabbed the carrying strap, unslinging it off my shoulder. I could hardly believe it had stayed there and that it appeared intact, unbent and ready for use. 
 
    I glanced down. The stony bottom was fast approaching. I frowned. There were hieroglyphs etched into the rock floor below. They were similar to the type of hieroglyphs inscribed inside ancient Egyptian pyramids. 
 
    “Logan!” 
 
    I looked up and pressed the firing stud. A beam drilled and caused the water around it to bubble. The beam struck the inside of the sea monster’s throat. The creature’s reaction was swift. It snapped its jaws shut, jerked around amazingly swiftly and fled as the beam followed it. 
 
    “Stop, stop,” Rax said. “You are heating the water around us too much.” 
 
    I released the firing stud. My suit conditioner snapped on, and my booted feet struck the bottom rock floor. The water pressure pushed against the suit more, causing increasing discomfort on my part. 
 
    I looked right and left. The nearest side was rocky, and I might be able to climb it up to shore. I had to get out of here before my sea monster or the others returned. 
 
    “This is a disaster,” Rax said. 
 
    “You’re telling me. I was almost a fish’s lunch.” 
 
    “Check your gauges, Logan. The suit will rupture any second.” 
 
    I did see strange faint symbols flashing across the HUD of my helmet. I understood none of them. Perhaps it was Polarion script. 
 
    “Will the fish return?” I asked. 
 
    “It is not a fish, but a reptile, similar to a liopleurodon from your Earth’s Jurassic Era.” 
 
    Water trickled into the suit from somewhere and began filling up my boots. That was when I lost it. I should have remained calm and attempted to climb up the rocky cliff side. Instead, taking a deep breath, I reached up and twisted my helmet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rax said. 
 
    The helmet unsealed. I closed my eyes and tore it off and to the side. Water rushed into the suit and the increased pressure gave me an immediate earache. 
 
    I slithered out of the Polarion spacesuit, keeping enough of my wits about me to tear the pack free and grab Rax and the rifle— 
 
    The need for air and my earache drove me to kick and kick. I opened my eyes as I shot to the surface. As I did, the water pressure lessened. I hoped the sea monsters didn’t show up just now and make another attempt for me. 
 
    Seconds later, I broke the surface and gasped for air. A quick look around showed I was in an inlet as I’d suspected. There was a seawall and a sandy shore behind it. Beyond the sand were tropical trees and ferns such as I’d seen in dinosaur books as a kid. 
 
    With my equipment in hand, I kicked to the seawall. No other sea monsters showed up just then. Nor did some ferocious land creature appear to finish the job. 
 
    From the water, hurrying as fast as I could, I hurled the pack, rifle and Rax onto the sand. Then, I clambered up, soaking wet, reaching sand and crawling across it to my stuff. 
 
    I hadn’t spied more Gigantopithecuses, so I collapsed, rolling onto my back. I stared up at a pink cloud and noticed the sun. It was much smaller and redder than my sun. That drove home once again that I was on an alien world. 
 
    I sat up and removed Rax from his holder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I am also wondering why you have not checked the portal yet or checked to see if more Gigantopithecuses have come through.” 
 
    “What portal?” I asked, looking up at the tree line. Oh. There was a giant stone monolith and a furrow through the sand to the seawall. The portal was a semicircle with illumination on the edges and nothing extraordinary inside. No darkness swirled or other substance. I could look right through the semicircle portal into the jungle. 
 
    “Do you sense more Gigantopithecuses?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Then why did you tell me to search for them?” 
 
    “If the portal activates, more might come through.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, climbing to my feet, collecting my stuff. I trudged away from the portal, heading for the tree line to the left, for the fern and tropical jungle. I eyed the jungle critically. “There must be dinosaurs in there.” 
 
    “A reasonable assumption, given what we faced in the sea,” Rax said. 
 
    I nodded. “Why didn’t you take us to Earth?” 
 
    “You are assuming I had that power?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “The question is flawed,” Rax said. “Sand’s subterranean Great Machine has created a portal barrier around your world. One needs extra equipment like the chronowarp we used once to reach a different portal in a side dimension to the Eshom home world.” 
 
    “I’d forgotten about that. Is this a different side dimension?” 
 
    “Negative,” Rax said. “This is an alien world far from your Solar System.” 
 
    “Uh…like this planet is in the Orion Spiral Arm?” 
 
    “Correct,” Rax said. 
 
    “How many light-years are we from Earth, anyway?” 
 
    “That is immaterial to our plan.” 
 
    Passing the portal, I reached the tree line, listening carefully for dinosaurs. I heard some squawks in the distance, presuming them to be primitive birds or possibly small pterodactyls. 
 
    I found a large mossy rock, leaning my butt against it so I could do some thinking. 
 
    “The station computer told us Sand had cranked up the Great Machine,” I said shortly. “We know the machine blocks the Antarctica portal from the Shadow Dimension. Did we bounce when trying to get to Earth and get redirected here?” 
 
    “You must know that is incorrect.” 
 
    “Okay, genius, maybe it’s time you told me about Plan B. Maybe you should tell me why you think our enemy is a Polarion. I get the feeling you used the Asteroid Belt portal to take us here. I’d like to know how you did that and then why, and I’d also like to know why more Gigantopithecuses didn’t come through.” 
 
    “You are not rated for such classified knowledge.” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,” I said. “Okay. We’re past that. Now give me the scoop.” 
 
    “Are you attempting to be funny?” 
 
    “No, Rax. I’m pissed off and scared. I’m on a freaking alien planet with no way home. You’d better start talking and telling me what you have in mind. I know you think you’re hot stuff, a Galactic Guard Advisor, but I’m the arms and legs here, and I’m also a being with free will.” 
 
    “What is your point?” asked Rax. 
 
    “I can set you down and leave you if I desire. So, you’re going to fill me in on the full plan or I’m taking a hike.” 
 
    “That is a weak threat, but it was the correct response.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I said. 
 
    “Argon has placed restrictions on what I may say to you. Since he needs me and needs even more what I am to collect, I can confide in you. Otherwise, the odds of my succeeding—because of your failing cooperation—fall below acceptable parameters.” 
 
    “Say that again.” 
 
    “Here are the reasons and the essence of Plan B,” Rax said. 
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    “By the way,” Rax said, “while I am letting you know what we are attempting, I suggest you head deeper into the jungle. For the present, you are safe from dinosaurian predators.” 
 
    “Should I head in a particular way?” I asked. 
 
    “Most definitely. Go east.” 
 
    “Which way is that?” 
 
    “Yes. I understand your confusion. Head straight into the jungle in relation to the portal. You should come to a jungle trail in half a mile.” 
 
    “And this trail will take us to where we want to go?” I asked. 
 
    “I am hoping so, but that may not be the case.” 
 
    “Okay, Rax,” I said, shouldering the rifle and cinching the belt pack around my waist. I had taken a beating tumbling across the sand, and I was still sore from fighting Ailuros’s basilisks, but I felt fit otherwise. I was confused as all get out and more than a little mad at Rax for holding everything secret. 
 
    “I am not sure where to begin,” Rax said. 
 
    “How about from the beginning?” 
 
    “Excellent advice, but I am wondering from which beginning.” 
 
    “Figure it out, genius.” 
 
    “Argon is a devious and clever fellow even for a Polarion,” Rax said. “He foresaw some of what happened and therefore put safeguards in me. Most of those safeguards appear to have disappeared.” 
 
    “That makes total sense.” 
 
    “You are being sarcastic?” Rax asked. 
 
    “What clued you in?” 
 
    “Sand has captured Argon,” Rax said. “You saw direct evidence of that in the subterranean realm before you went to Antarctica. Sand had erred, however. Argon—Polarions in general—often have more than one avenue of succor.” 
 
    “What’s that mean? Succor?” 
 
    “Help, relief, assistance. In this instance, I am referring to self-help. Argon used a Polarion form of mental communication with me. At first, I suspect it was merely for us to rescue him from Sand’s captivity. You have freed Argon once already in the past, from the Starcore.” 
 
    “Years ago,” I said. 
 
    “It has not been that long.” 
 
    “It feels like it. But the Starcore is dead or destroyed, anyway.” 
 
    “That comment was a non-sequitur, but you are correct in assuming the Starcore plays a part in the tale. It was a sentient crystal entity with vast power. You do remember that much, I hope.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, the Starcore was a mad Polarion’s construct for funneling cosmic energy. Its creator was driven even crazier using it, though.” 
 
    “That is sufficient, Logan. At the time we fought it, you saw many of the Starcore’s stasis-held creatures in subterranean Greenland.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said. “Kazz the Neanderthal and Philemon the Homo habilis used to be in stasis there. Hey, wait a second. Was that a clue for you—the Gigantopithecuses?” 
 
    “Yes. The Gigantopithecuses were another slave race to the Starcore. I believe the Starcore or its Polarion master—in the beginning, anyway—sent the Gigantopithecuses to a different world.” 
 
    “So…when the Gigantopithecuses attacked the Antaran Saturn station, you knew all this was going to happen?” 
 
    “No,” Rax said. “But Argon set up parameters in me. The appearance of Gigantopithecuses was a trigger, among others. I now believe I know the identity of the Ocelot’s pirate captain.” 
 
    “How could you or Argon possibly have known in advance?” 
 
    “Not in advance,” Rax said. “I did some research while on the Polarion Asteroid station.” 
 
    “And the station computer?” 
 
    “There was irregularity at work on the station, certainly. I do not know if Ailuros or the Ocelot’s captain were the reason, or if the computer had gone Hal.” 
 
    “Gone Hal?” I asked. “You mean from 2001 Space Odyssey?” 
 
    “That is the correct cultural reference, yes.” 
 
    “Fine, you don’t know why the computer went crazy at the end.” 
 
    “That is what I said.” 
 
    “What did you find on the Asteroid station?” 
 
    “Confirmation and information concerning the possible Polarion in charge of the Gigantopithecus shock troopers. I am seventy-nine percent sure of his identity, as he was a special servitor of the Starcore.” 
 
    “Did you tell me about him before?” 
 
    “No. He was a secret agent, one I had believed forever neutralized. Now, according to my research, he has awakened from stasis and reentered circulation. He has come many hundreds of light-years to reach the Solar System. Along the way, clearly, he pirated the Ocelot.” 
 
    “And he’s a bastard of the first order?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not understand—oh, you mean he is exceedingly dangerous?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “He is likely the most dangerous Polarion of them all. In the distant past, the Starcore suborned him and awarded him extra powers. He had become the Starcore’s nuclear option.” 
 
    “So…how bad of a dude are we talking about here?” 
 
    “You have referred to Polarions before as gods, is that not so?” 
 
    “You know I have,” I said. 
 
    “Nerelon Brontios or Nerelon Thunderer is his name.” 
 
    “Thunderer like in Thor the Norse god?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Rax said. “In Norse mythology, Thor is strong but often acted in a simplistic manner. Nerelon Brontios is not simple. He has great strength, great power like Thor, but perhaps also the cunning of Loki.” 
 
    “You mean he’s hard to kill?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I mean. That is why we came here as part of Plan B.” 
 
    “What is Plan B?” I asked. 
 
    “Forging a weapon to slay Nerelon Brontios, which will in turn allow us to dispatch the Gigantopithecuses and regain control of the Ocelot. That, in turn, will save your planet from destruction.” 
 
    “We can’t make a deal with this Nerelon dude and send him on his way?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Rax said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. What is so important about Earth that Nerelon whatever-his-name has to destroy the planet?” 
 
    “Sand and whatever Polarions he can awaken will attempt to stop Nerelon. In the fight, your planet will surely face worse than nuclear winter.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer the question about what’s on Earth that Nerelon wants.” 
 
    “Revenge, for one thing,” Rax said. “The other is the X-Sphere.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, the X-Sphere,” I said. “Sure. That makes total sense.” 
 
    “How do you know about the X-Sphere? It is the most dangerous weapon and device on your planet. It is extremely well hidden. If Lord Beran had not forced open the way to the Shadow Realm, Sand would not have needed to uncover…” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. “This is interesting.” 
 
    “You were being sarcastic a moment ago.” 
 
    “You’re pretty sharp, there, little buddy.” 
 
    Rax didn’t respond right away. The sounds of my footfalls and rustling ferns took his voice’s place. I was starting to get seriously hot and wondering when we would find this footpath. 
 
    “What do you have in way of armaments?” Rax asked softly. 
 
    “The little blaster I took from Ailuros, my fists and the Polarion rifle,” I said. “Why, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Gigantopithecuses,” Rax said even more softly. “They are following us. I count ten of them.” 
 
    “Ten, huh? That’s a few too many for the rifle to take out all at once.” 
 
    “No. You do not understand. There are also…” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Basilisks,” Rax said several seconds later. “And if my scanning is accurate, I sense Ailuros as well.” 
 
    “With the Gigantopithecuses?” 
 
    “That is odd. I sense two separate groups. I do not understand this, Logan. Something backfired.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he meant. 
 
    “The Gigantopithecuses have halted,” Rax said. “I believe they are turning around. Logan, they must be setting up an ambush against Ailuros and her basilisks.” 
 
    “Not my problem,” I said. 
 
    “It might be. Ailuros…I cannot fathom why she has come or how she was able to use the portal to reach here.” 
 
    I halted and cocked my head. I heard the whine of distant laser rifles. Were the Gigantopithecuses murdering the basilisks and Ailuros? Thinking about that, I broke into a trot. I didn’t run back to help, but tried to put as much distance between the two groups as I could while I was able. 
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    The sound of laser rifles firing dwindled as I burst out of the tangled undergrowth onto a worn dirt trail. It was a narrow jungle path, more of a wolf run than something men normally used. I used it nonetheless to increase my pace. After a few turns in the trail, I no longer heard the laser rifles or screams. 
 
    “You should have returned to help Ailuros, by stealth,” Rax chided. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right? She was going to blind me and cut out my tongue. Screw her.” 
 
    “You did not.” 
 
    “That’s a crude joke, Rax. It isn’t like you.” 
 
    “True. Well, you have made your choice. Perhaps it was the correct one. The results will bear the tale.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Now, how about you finish telling me about this Nerelon Brontios?” 
 
    “I concluded he must be the Ocelot’s pirate captain due to certain hints I found on the Asteroid station. That unlocked a few of the memories Argon had sealed in me.” 
 
    “And Argon did all that while trapped in the tube Sand showed me underground?” 
 
    “Such is my assumption.” 
 
    “More Polarions,” I said. “It always ends up being about these Polarions. Why couldn’t they have chosen a different planet?” 
 
    “You are not privy to the reason.” 
 
    “I already know a few of them. Rifts, you said before.” 
 
    “More accurately, I said dimensional rifts.” 
 
    “This doesn’t have to do with another dimension or parallel world, does it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not this time,” Rax said. “We can complete our mission by visiting two particular worlds many hundreds of light-years apart. There are certain reasons these two planets have remained…pristine, as it were.” 
 
    “You mean how they were long ago?” 
 
    “There are surrounding energy fields—you do not need to know about that. Logan, it is possible intelligent life still resides on the surface of this world, although the probability of that is quite remote. These were—that is not important, either. Long ago, certain Polarions broke a great weapon into pieces. One of those pieces lies on or inside the Earth. Another piece lies elsewhere. The third piece—or first in our way of reckoning—lies inside a great ziggurat on this planet.” 
 
    “I get it. We’re tomb raiders.” 
 
    “That is an irrational statement.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I said. “Pyramids were tombs for pharaohs and other important Egyptians.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Logan. I said a ziggurat, not a pyramid.” 
 
    “Same difference.” 
 
    “Again, you are sorely wrong. Pyramids were burial structures, as you have already indicated. Ziggurats were temples, and most often built in Ancient Mesopotamia, the Land between the Rivers.” 
 
    “Hey, guess what, Mr. Know-It-All. People also built ziggurats in the New World, in Mexico and in Central America.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    I snorted. “Right. You just made my point for me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rax said. “Is this because you feel woefully inadequate to me?” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head, shaking sweat off my face. “You do know a lot, Rax. Sometimes, I wish you’d tell me what’s going on before I’m stranded on some alien world with an energy field around it. Isn’t it enough I had to sled through the Asteroid Belt while stuck in a spacesuit?” 
 
    “I am attempting to rectify your ignorance.” 
 
    “I know. Nerelon Brontios is a tough guy. We’re here to get part of a super-weapon, a super-science weapon, I figure. This particular part has been sitting around thousands of years. It’s in a ziggurat. But that’s what doesn’t make sense. I saw hieroglyphs on the sea floor.” 
 
    “Oh. That is too bad.” 
 
    “Which part?” I asked. 
 
    “That you saw the hieroglyphics. Did you decipher their meaning?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said on impulse. 
 
    “Oh,” Rax said again. “Then, you know we shall probably not survive this world?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you would get to that.” 
 
    “Why did you wait so long to tell me?” 
 
    I decided to push my lie a little further and play a hunch. “Ailuros is here,” I added. 
 
    “She is the Keeper of the Prometheus Stone. Oh…” 
 
    I smiled to myself. 
 
    “I have run a quick check of your bodily functions,” Rax said. “You tricked me and now feel insufferably smug with yourself. You saw the hieroglyphics, but you could not have deciphered them. Thinking you had was an error on my part. Still, you did not learn the worst.” 
 
    My smile slipped a little. What was the worst he was talking about? 
 
    “If Ailuros is dead or possibly captured, the Gigantopithecuses will have the advantage over us,” Rax said. “They will torture her into revealing the needed codes.” 
 
    “Do you have the codes?” I asked. 
 
    “Not all of them.” 
 
    “Are you lying to me?” 
 
    “No, Logan. You are the Probationary Associate Galactic Guard member, the only representative of the GG—besides me—here on this world. That means I am bound under oath to give you accurate data concerning the mission.” 
 
    “Seems like you play fast and loose with your restrictions,” I said. 
 
    “That makes us a good match then, for fast and loose is your middle name.” 
 
    My stomach growled. I was hungry as sin. I was thirsty, too. It seemed all I did was sweat these days. 
 
    “So, which is it,” I said, “a ziggurat or a pyramid?” 
 
    “Despite this being a proto-Egyptian world,” Rax said, “it is a giant ziggurat. It is the anomaly here, and sacred because of it.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting. Did the Polarions introduce Egyptian culture onto Earth way back when?” 
 
    “A moment, please, I must use my scanners at long range. Logan!” Rax said sharply. “To your left, eleven meters off the jungle floor—they are coming in fast.” 
 
    I whirled around to my left as I unslung the Polarion rifle. I actually did a double take, which kept me from firing. Three basilisks, the lanky, scaly kind I’d slain on the Asteroid station, were swinging through the trees like overgrown chimpanzees. None of their forehead lenses were glowing. One of them bled a blackish substance, blood, I guess. He suddenly let go of his branch, crashing past ferns and leaves as he plummeted to the ground. 
 
    The other two ignored him, swinging toward me, releasing a branch and sailing to another, swinging to it and going yet again to another. They had to be prodigiously strong to do that, and they had greater grace and agility than the greatest gymnast I’d ever seen on Earth. 
 
    “Do not fire,” Rax said. “I believe these two wish to aid us.” 
 
    “What about the third?” I asked. 
 
    “He is already dead, having sustained previous laser fire to his torso. Given his wounds, it was impressive he made it this far.” 
 
    The two basilisks swung from a low branch on a nearer tree and landed on the ground before me. Each panted. Each stank with his own kind of sweat as his scales glistened. 
 
    I lowered my rifle, although I certainly did not trust them. 
 
    The taller and leaner basilisk opened his mouth. He had needle-like teeth. “Help us,” he said in his croaking speech. “The goddess is hurt.” 
 
    “What do you think, Rax?” I asked. 
 
    “Their physiology is almost alien,” Rax said, “it has been so altered from their original human beginnings. I do not know if he is lying or telling the truth.” 
 
    The basilisk cocked his weird head, staring at Rax on my belt. A second later, the basilisk went to one knee as if beseeching me. The other scrambled to do likewise. 
 
    “You are the one,” the first basilisk said in his croaking speech. 
 
    “Is this on the level, Rax?” I whispered. “And what does it mean that I am the one?” 
 
    “I am considering the statement,” Rax said. “Logan. Please ask them to step back.” 
 
    “You heard him,” I told the two. “Get up and step back.” 
 
    The kneeling basilisks looked up at me. I smiled, knowing right there these bastards were attempting subterfuge. I could see it on their mistrusting faces. 
 
    “You will aid us?” the first asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt,” I said. “First, I must speak with—” 
 
    The first basilisk dove at me. If I hadn’t been ready for a trick, he would have likely tackled me at the knees. I skipped back and struck down with my rifle butt. He had a hard skull, but I had greater than ordinary strength. He thudded onto the ground, stunned. 
 
    The second one’s lens began to brighten. 
 
    I shot him, and he toppled over dead with a smoking hole in his skull. 
 
    The first one groaned from the ground. 
 
    My impulse was to fire and kill him, too. But I didn’t want to become a casual murderer. That might sound funny coming from me. I’d certainly slaughtered more than a few of my enemies, but that had usually been in the middle of battle or if I’d logically had no other options. 
 
    This was different. 
 
    “How did you know they were lying?” Rax asked. 
 
    “It was on their faces when they looked up.” 
 
    “I will have to recalibrate concerning basilisks. Kill him, and let us be on our way.” 
 
    “No…” I said, “I have a different idea.” 
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    We marched through the jungle back toward the portal. The surviving basilisk was in the lead with his three-fingered hands tightly tied behind his back. 
 
    I’d also tied my 70s era jacket around his forehead, covering his lens. I figured a smoldering jacket would give me a few extra seconds of warning if he were going to try to beam me. I’d grabbed the jacket sleeves and twirled it like we used to do after showering in high school after a football game. We had done that, of course, so we could snap the wet towels at whoever had cost us the game, or sometimes if we simply felt like making the weaker players jump. 
 
    “I must repeat my warning,” Rax said. “This is a bad idea. If we are trying to sneak near them, the basilisk will give away our position.” 
 
    Using the rifle, I prodded the scaly sucker marching ahead of me against the back. “What’s your name, huh?” 
 
    He did not reply. 
 
    I dug the rifle barrel harder against his back, making him twist. 
 
    “The goddess calls me ‘Servitor,’” he said in his strangely altered voice. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking,” I said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I have no name.” 
 
    “What did they used to call you?” 
 
    He halted, turning around, staring down at me. He was a head taller than I was. “You mean…before the change?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as if he was remembering. “I was…Chief Priest Bek of the Evening. I attended the goddess when…” He groaned, falling to his knees and bowing his head as if ashamed. 
 
    “What’s troubling you, Bek?” I asked. 
 
    With his head bowed, he groaned, soon shaking his head. 
 
    Using the rifle, placing it under his chin, I forced him to look up. “Did the goddess always look like a cat?” 
 
    Bek shook his head. 
 
    “She looked…normal?” I asked. 
 
    “She was divine,” Bek said. “I gladly served her. I gladly entered…” He frowned. “I am the servitor. I must aid her. She said to bring you back, to force you if I must. I thought…I thought you would not go back. That is why I tried to tackle—” 
 
    “Enough,” I said. “If I wanted lies, I’d ask for them.” 
 
    “Ask him about the Gigantopithecuses,” Rax said. 
 
    “Chief Priest Bek,” I said. “How come you speak English?” 
 
    “The Teacher,” he said. “We each entered before leaving the temple.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I asked Rax. 
 
    By a few quick questions and explanations, I learned that Bek had meant the hidden Asteroid station. Ailuros and her basilisks had used the Apollo Lunar Lander to exit the station and fly near the portal. They had done this after Gigantopithecuses had captured the station. According to Bek, the goddess had tricked the giant apes in the station—the temple, in his terms. The great one in the flying temple had not yet come to the goddess’s temple. He meant the Ocelot, of course, by flying temple and Nerelon Brontios by the great one. 
 
    “Does his information jibe with what you know?” I asked Rax. 
 
    “It makes sense,” the crystal said. “I still say we should head for the temple.” 
 
    “The Asteroid station?” I asked. 
 
    “The ziggurat,” Rax said. 
 
    “Oh. No, first we need Ailuros. You spoke about codes. I’m thinking an ancient temple holding a precious artifact is going to have traps.” 
 
    “More than that,” Rax said. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Having Ailuros help us might be safer than trying to get this artifact by ourselves.” 
 
    “Questionable. It is her temple, after all. She will likely be more powerful while there, able to employ weapons or powers.” 
 
    “Get up,” I told Bek. “Show me the Gigantopithecus camp.” 
 
    “They may have moved,” Bek said. 
 
    “I bet they’ll be easy to track, though. Go on. Start moving.” 
 
    The ex-chief priest climbed to his feet, once more heading back toward the portal. 
 
    “This is rash,” Rax said quietly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said under my breath, letting Bek get a bit more separation from us. “I admit this isn’t making much sense. I’m no historian, but even I know the ancient Egyptians didn’t have lens-men like a modified Bek.” 
 
    “Proto-history,” Rax said. 
 
    “What’s that even mean?” 
 
    “It is the answer to your unasked question: when did these things take place on Earth? In the proto-history of the world. Why do you think there are so many legends about a great disaster or a worldwide flood?” 
 
    “I dunno. Because something bad happened in the distant past, I guess.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “So, we’re not strictly talking ancient Egyptian history here?” 
 
    “Why did Egypt appear full-blown, as it were?” Rax asked. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not tracking you on this. Maybe this is a rabbit hole for us just now.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Rax said. “Ancient Egypt, the history you know, was in essence a culture that copied a prototype or primeval Egypt of much greater grandeur and wonder from an earlier time. Many of those wonders and lands perished during a great disaster in the dawn time.” 
 
    “A disaster caused by Polarions?” I asked. 
 
    “Since that is not germane to completing our mission, I am not at liberty to say.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I want to put a cap on the history lesson, anyway. It’s time we came up with a plan.” 
 
    “I have one,” Rax said, “Plan B. You are deviating from it at present.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said, copying him. “I don’t know if Bek is lying or telling the truth. I figure the sooner I know…well, the better.” 
 
    “Bek has told us truths,” Rax said, “but I think he has also lied. The basilisks attempted to trick you, a cunning move, which likely indicates Ailuros’s hand. They would not have done that without her command.” 
 
    “What about the dead basilisk?” 
 
    “There must have been a fight as we heard evidence of earlier and Ailuros’s side lost. This may have been her peace offering to the Gigantopithecuses: capturing you so they could all return to the Asteroid station.” 
 
    “Yeah. That probably makes the most sense.” 
 
    “I deem it likely that Ailuros is wearing more clothes than last time,” Rax added. 
 
    “What? Oh. So?” 
 
    “Are you heading back to get another look at her?” 
 
    “Come on, Rax. Do you think I’m that horny that I want to leer at a slut wishing me ill, and so soon after my woman died?” 
 
    “I consider it a possibly.” 
 
    “Well, you can forget—” 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said, interrupting me. “Bek is running away. I hear others. It is the Gigantopithecuses.” 
 
    I halted and crouched among some ferns. I’d noticed Bek slyly moving farther ahead. His bolting just now told me what I needed to know. Rax was correct. The basilisks trying to gain my aid to rescue Ailuros had been a ploy to bring me back, making me easier to capture, no doubt. 
 
    How did knowing that help me? Sometimes, it’s good if the enemy underestimates you. One way to have them underestimate you was to make them think you were an idiot or a fool. Coming back like this was the action of a fool, it would seem. Having Bek run away and give them a warning— 
 
    “Time for Plan C,” I told Rax, rising in a crouch and moving in a direction ninety degrees to our former path. I no longer headed toward the portal, but in a parallel line with it somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “This is rash, Logan. We must flee while we are able.” 
 
    “I have you, a locator. They—” 
 
    “Will have scanners,” Rax said. “You will not successfully ambush them as obviously is your intent.” 
 
    “You don’t think I can?” I asked between gasps. “You stopped Nerelon from teleporting us aboard the Ocelot. That was scrambling of the highest order. Now, I want you to scramble their scanners.” 
 
    Rax said nothing for several heartbeats. Finally, “That is a clever idea. I have already begun the tactic. They are near. Do you wish for directions?” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” I said, sick and tired of running all the time. It was time to hit back and make these suckers sorry. 
 
    They’d messed with the wrong guy. 
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    The Gigantopithecuses didn’t look any smaller than when I’d seen them on the Antaran Saturn station. 
 
    I’d seen them a short while ago in spacesuits—it’s true—but that had been different. I hadn’t seen their hairy selves, just the monster suits and thruster-packs. 
 
    The Gigantopithecuses marching through the jungle did not wear spacesuits. They wore belts festooned with weapons and devices and crisscrossing harnesses with more combat junk like grenades. I’m not sure what some of those dangling items were. 
 
    I spied Ailuros, and I almost held Rax up to prove to him he was wrong. The cat-headed Polarion did not wear the short shift I’d seen before, but a torn blouse and half-shredded slacks. In other words, she was showing a lot of skin and looked hot because of it. 
 
    “She’s Argon’s wife,” I whispered. 
 
    “Are you leering at her again?” Rax asked. “Ah. I see. You are entering a state of high arousal—” 
 
    “Can the pop psychology, Rax. I’m not interested in her. This is all professional scouting. I’m Marine trained, meaning, we’re playing on my turf now.” 
 
    The Gigantopithecuses were spread out in a line, seven of them. Had Ailuros’s team killed three of the giant apes earlier? I spied two basilisks with metal covers over their forehead lenses. Each of them had trouble walking because the apes had attached fetters to their ankles. The chain was a rope each time, so it didn’t make noise. 
 
    I also saw the little traitor Chief Priest Bek. With his hands still tied behind his back, he spoke urgently to Ailuros. Her hands were free, nor did she wear fetters. A big Gigantopithecus walked directly behind her. I had a feeling he was running the operation. He wore an ancient Greek-style helmet with several sprouting antennas instead of a horsetail crest. He also cradled the biggest elephant gun I’d ever seen. Maybe he was expecting dinosaurs. If so, that was the type of hardware that surely could stop them in their tracks. 
 
    Two lead Gigantopithecuses watched hand monitors, scanners, I bet. Rax had to be scrambling their signals. Otherwise, they would have focused on me to their right flank. 
 
    There were fewer jungle trees in this spot, but more Jurassic-era ferns. 
 
    “Rax,” I whispered. “Do you detect their personal force-field generators?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know if the force fields will inhibit my rifle’s ray?” 
 
    “For the briefest of moments,” Rax whispered. 
 
    Seven big apes, four carried laser rifles. They made easy targets out there. Killing all of them before they killed me might be too much to expect, though. 
 
    “He’s nearby,” Ailuros shouted. 
 
    The biggest ape—the one wearing the Greek-style helmet—took two steps until he laid a huge paw on her left shoulder. He must have squeezed, for I saw her wilt under the pressure. 
 
    Chief Priest Bek roared with rage, parting the rope bonds behind his back. He jerked my rolled-up jacket off his lens, which already glimmered with light. 
 
    The big ape pulled Ailuros in front of Bek. The lens grew darker. Then the ape stepped beside her—he’d shouldered the elephant gun earlier—and gave Bek the hardest uppercut I’d ever seen. The basilisk caught it under the chin, going airborne for twenty feet until he smacked against a tree trunk. Bek slid down in a crumpled heap, landing with a thud, unmoving. 
 
    He had to be dead. 
 
    The big, helmet-wearing ape whirled Ailuros around, staring down at her as if she were a little girl. 
 
    “You lied,” the Gigantopithecus growled. 
 
    She looked up at the ape fearlessly. “Did you see my servitor? He had his hands tied behind his back. Who tied his hands?” 
 
    The huge ape cocked his head. “Logan?” he said. 
 
    “Don’t you think I want Logan more than you do?” she demanded. “He used me.” 
 
    “He raped you?” asked the ape. 
 
    Ailuros nodded. 
 
    I felt my face heat up. The evil liar! I hadn’t raped her, or even taken her willingly. She might have wished I had, but she was lying through her teeth. 
 
    “You wish him dead?” the ape asked. 
 
    “After you’re done with him,” she said. 
 
    “The Great One wants Logan,” the ape said. “I must bring him back alive.” 
 
    “Don’t you want the greatest weapon ever created?” Ailuros asked. 
 
    “I serve the Great One. I obey the Great One.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course you do,” Ailuros said smoothly. “That is why I would think you would want to bring him the mighty weapon.” 
 
    The huge ape rubbed his jaw. “You should not have come to this place. You disobeyed the Great One.” 
 
    “I already told you he sent me after you.” 
 
    “You killed some of my soldiers,” the ape captain said. 
 
    “That was a mistake on my part.” 
 
    “You are a mistake,” the Gigantopithecus said. “We must capture Logan.” 
 
    “I know. I want him worse than you do. Let me scout ahead. Let me lure him to you.” 
 
    “How could you do this?” 
 
    Ailuros ran her hands down her hips. “I have feminine ways,” she said in a sultry voice. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus eyed her, soon shaking his head. “Your servitors failed to convince him that you needed rescuing. You assured me your plan would work. Why should I trust you a second time, especially since you killed some of my soldiers?” 
 
    “Logan needs to see me. If he sees I’m alone, that would be even better. Don’t you understand? He lusts after me. He used me once. He will want to use me again.” 
 
    “Did you not try to fight him?” 
 
    “He was too strong and threatened to kill me. No. I pleased him the best I could so he would let me live. He will want me to please him again.” 
 
    “You are devious,” the ape captain said. “Yes. I will let you walk ahead. But I will have several of my soldiers following. When Logan is near, shout and they will come running.” 
 
    I frowned. That was an idiot’s plan, and I did not think the ape captain was an idiot. 
 
    “First,” the captain said, “I will put this on your arm.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ailuros demanded. 
 
    The great ape jerked a thing off his crisscrossing harness and squeezed it onto her upper left arm.  
 
    “That hurts,” she said. 
 
    “It is a tracking device,” the ape captain said. “And it has a bomb attached. If you try to trick us, the bomb will detonate, blowing off your arm and most likely sending a killing blast against your chest.” 
 
    “That’s barbaric,” she said. “I’m a goddess.” 
 
    “By your own words, you are a deceiver,” he said. “If you play us false, I will kill you in this place and tell my master that there was an accident.” 
 
    “You would lie to him?” she asked. 
 
    The towering Gigantopithecus leaned over her as he exposed his yellow-stained ape teeth. “I will kill you, deceiver, and that will bring me great pleasure. I will bring your mangled corpse to the Great One and explain all that happened. He will understand, as he is the understanding one.” 
 
    Ailuros glared up at the monstrous ape before her shoulders slumped. She nodded as if weary beyond belief. “Yes,” she said. “I understand. I will obey you.” 
 
    The huge ape nodded. “Now, we understand each other. Get ready, goddess, and hunt for your rapist.” 
 
    With her shoulders slumped, Ailuros began walking toward the front of the ape line. 
 
    I melted back into the foliage, deciding that I had seen enough. She was liar, a deceiver and a skilled actress. Maybe she had fooled the ape captain that his cunning and ruthlessness had defeated her. I didn’t believe it. She would never surrender in her heart. She would always fight, and maybe that’s why Argon had put her into stasis sleep so long ago. 
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    I reached the footpath and began to hoof it hard, soon panting. I tried not to dwell on the situation. By that I mean, I would not allow myself to realize I was on an alien world. There could be dinosaurs here. By the elephant gun the ape captain carried, I was pretty certain Nerelon Brontios believed dinosaurs lived on this planet. 
 
    As should be obvious, I dwelled on the fact far too much. It was sapping my morale and making me hungrier. 
 
    “I need something to eat,” I panted. 
 
    “I know,” Rax said. “I am monitoring you. There is a stream ahead, but it will be dangerous.” 
 
    “Predators?” 
 
    “Exactly. In fact, I believe one of the smaller dinosaurs has already detected your scent. It has begun to hunt for you.” 
 
    “How small is smaller?” I asked. 
 
    “Three meters tall.” 
 
    I did some mental calculations. “Nine feet?” 
 
    “A little more than that. One meter is more than three feet.” 
 
    “Is it a raptor?” I asked. 
 
    “No. It is something worse.” 
 
    “I want to go home. I want to sleep this off for a month. I hate this place.” 
 
    “We are in a dangerous spot,” Rax said. “But we have been in dangerous spots before.” 
 
    “Not with brilliant dinosaurs hunting me in a Jurassic jungle. Can’t you do something?” 
 
    “What would you suggest?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know. Okay. We have to kill this thing.” 
 
    “Agreed. I expect it is not familiar with laser rifles or your Polarion facsimile.” 
 
    “No. Do you have an ambush site in mind?” 
 
    Rax gave me one, and I won’t waste time giving a blow-by-blow account of what happened next. I ambushed the murderous dinosaur, killing it with a beaming shot to an ugly head full of teeth. It kicked its great big hind legs longer than I wanted. I had to wait, which I couldn’t afford. But I was hungrier than ever. I couldn’t go much longer without food. 
 
    Some of you must be wondering how I could eat alien protein. The quick answer was that I couldn’t. That should answer the next question. It wasn’t alien protein, but reptilian meat like a rattlesnake or a monitor lizard. Naturally, the third and most interesting question was how Earth-type protein was on an alien planet possibly hundreds of light-years from our world. The portals were the answer. 
 
    In any case, I burned off a chunk of meat, letting the heat from the Polarion ray char my food. I lacked a knife and time to build a fire. I ate the hunk of dinosaur meat on the run, devouring the half-raw flesh and deriving immense satisfaction from it. Fortunately, my Polarion garb did not soak up the drips of grease and blood. 
 
    I halted at the stream and drank on my hands and knees like a dog, slurping up great gulping swallows. I drank as much as my stomach could hold. For some reason, the other predators had fled at my approach. 
 
    I felt drowsy soon thereafter and only walked for a time. My altered metabolism began to kick into gear, using the substance I’d given it to help repair tissue damage. 
 
    Had the stream not been dangerous, then? I’d killed two smaller hissing dinosaurs that had investigated me. As long as the Polarion rifle carried a charge, I should be okay if the locals came at me one or two at a time. 
 
    The tedium of the long and grueling race through the jungle took its toll. The sun set in time and two big moons took its place. The illumination allowed me to navigate at night. 
 
    Despite that, I was staggering by this time. I had also wrestled with a problem for hours. I finally found a hill with rocks, climbing them and allowing myself a moment to catch my breath. 
 
    “The enemy is closing in,” Rax said. 
 
    I didn’t bother nodding. I rested against stone, breathing in and out. 
 
    “How long do you estimate you will stay here?” Rax asked a few seconds later. 
 
    “Why didn’t Ailuros bring an air-car through the portal?” I asked. “Why go through all this hassle of hiking on foot?” 
 
    “She likely did not have time to acquire an air-car.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Do you know how much farther we have to walk to reach this temple?” 
 
    “If we walk all night, we should reach there by morning.” 
 
    “How far are the others behind us?” 
 
    “Ten minutes at the most,” Rax said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t figure giant great apes could move so fast for so long.” 
 
    “It is a mystery,” Rax agreed. “Perhaps Nerelon gave them drugs to ensure greater stamina. He most definitely desires your capture. I would imagine he wants it more than ever.” 
 
    “Because he fears we can reassemble this super-science weapon?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rax said. 
 
    “Why wait all this time to make it?” I asked. “Why didn’t Ailuros—she didn’t know about the weapon until now?” 
 
    “Perhaps Argon caused her to forget. Perhaps the computer caused her to remember. I do not know the exact reason. The weapon is more than just…dangerous. It can upset the fabric of reality if used too much or used incorrectly.” 
 
    I could feel the drugged-up Gigantopithecuses shuffling on all fours after me. Night fighting would likely aid them more than it would help me. I had a night march to do. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, working down the rocks. 
 
    The path widened an hour later. I beamed two predators that would have made supper out of me except that Rax gave me enough warning. Otherwise, I jogged, walked, jogged again and continued the grueling march. One thing helped. I just couldn’t accept big simians outlasting me, a Marine, in an alien jungle. I was built for endurance. They were built for strength. 
 
    I had to pass on a jungle pond even though I was parched again. Rax informed me about hidden predators, while land predators waited around it for prey to come and take a sip. 
 
    “Will the Gigantopithecuses be able to drive the predators away from the pond?” 
 
    “I would say yes,” Rax said. 
 
    “Well, they’ll have to stop to drink. I’ll use the extra time.” 
 
    The night passed as the stars slowly wheeled overhead. The two moons sank into a dark horizon, while a bigger one rose to give me even more light. 
 
    “Say,” I panted later. “How long until the sun rises?” 
 
    “Another hour, I think.” 
 
    That seemed too soon. “Does the planet have a twenty-four-hour cycle?” 
 
    “Sixteen and a quarter hour cycle,” Rax said. 
 
    Maybe a half hour later, Rax had to shout three times to alert me about dinosaurs sniffing my trail. I shot and killed one of them. The others halted and feasted on it. 
 
    As the last moon departed the sky—and I could no longer hear the quarreling dinosaurs—I climbed a large tree and waited. The stars alone didn’t provide enough illumination for me to safely trek. Twenty minutes later, sunlight peeked up over the horizon. Except for this tree stop, I had been marching all night and was exhausted. 
 
    I climbed down the tree and continued trekking. “Is the temple near?” I asked. 
 
    “A moment,” Rax said. “Ah. Do you see the crest of land to your right?” 
 
    I turned right, noting a fern-lined slope. Feeling the burn in my thighs—the tree-stop had caused my muscles to tighten—I trudged uphill and finally crested it, pushing a fern out of my way. 
 
    What I saw amazed me. 
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    In a valley, in the dawn-light, a giant ziggurat gleamed like a veritable mountain of gold. A crystalline stream with purple-colored ferns lining both banks flowed through the valley. There were cyclopean stones embedded in the ground that made a twisty road paralleling the stream until it neared the ziggurat. The road then curved around the temple and presumably came to the foot of the ziggurat on the side farthest from me. The floor of the valley was covered with a carpet of grass that looked better kept than an elite golf course. 
 
    “That’s the temple?” I asked. 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “Is it really made of gold?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The walls, the levels, they’re all made of gold?” 
 
    “What do you think ‘yes’ implies?” Rax asked. 
 
    I eyed the giant structure. As I’d said before, a ziggurat was made like a square wedding cake, with each higher, smaller level resting on the one below it. 
 
    “Where did they hide the super-science weapon?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me obvious things?” Rax said. “The weapon is in the top structure, of course. Where else would you keep it?” 
 
    “And…it’s been there all this time, thousands of years?” 
 
    “The planet’s energy field is intact. That implies no space pirates have breached through and landed to rob it.” 
 
    “Do others in this sector of space know about the weapon?” I asked. 
 
    “Firstly, it is not ‘the weapon,’ but a piece of it,” Rax said. 
 
    “You called Ailuros ‘The Keeper of the Prometheus Stone.’ Is the first piece shaped like a rock?” 
 
    Rax avoided answering by saying, “According to my scans, the enemy is gaining on us. I suggest that haste is in order.” 
 
    “The ziggurat is still miles away.” 
 
    “Thus,” Rax said, “the sooner you begin…” 
 
    I inhaled deeply, studied the descent and the overgrown, tangled way and searched for the footpath. There it was in the distance. I could double back and— 
 
    I plunged straight downslope into the tangled growth, slipping between vines, tree trunks and ferns. I had been getting better at this throughout the night. Now, I put the newfound skill to use, weaving my way downslope toward the curving path. 
 
    It was hard to imagine a world with such a construct like the ziggurat devoid of an intelligent race. Clearly, there must have been people or aliens on this world before. The Polarions would have used workers to make such a temple. Had the workers died out? Were they all in stasis some place? I figured that was the most likely thing. Polarions and the former Starcore seemed addicted to putting others into stasis. 
 
    How long ago had it been since a Polarion had walked this planet? Had others forgotten the existence of this world and temple? Was it a sacred place? Did walking on the surface incur a gruesome death penalty? There was too much Rax had kept hidden from me. I couldn’t ask now, as I panted and wheezed. Going downhill helped me some, but the tangled undergrowth I had to negotiate— 
 
    I heard an animal-like screech. It came from above. I looked up but could spy nothing in the canopy of leaves. I heard it again. My eyes narrowed. A third screech confirmed my suspicion. The sound seemed to come from a flying creature. The thick canopy hid me from it—or them. 
 
    “Rax,” I hissed. 
 
    “I am scan—” The crystal fell abruptly silent. 
 
    That struck me as ominous, so much so that I ducked my head as I slowed my descent, using the leaf and fern canopy to keep hidden from whatever was flying up there. I heard more screeches, as if several flying aliens or animals made the noise, frustrated at being unable to spot me. 
 
    “Logan?” asked Rax. 
 
    “What just happened to you?” 
 
    “I am uncertain. But a wave field…yes, I believe a wave field disrupted my processes. I went inert for a time.” 
 
    “Are you okay now?” 
 
    “I believe so. Logan, there are aliens in this world. The station computer must have deliberately left out certain warnings.” 
 
    “If these aliens possess a wave-field generator, why couldn’t they locate you?” 
 
    “I am unsure. But… Logan, listen closely. If the aliens render me inert again and possibly for a longer period…can I trust you?” 
 
    “Always,” I said, maybe too glibly for his liking. 
 
    “That was not a comforting answer.” 
 
    “Hey, Rax, are you remembering all the times you double-crossed me or kept me in the dark?” 
 
    “You are exaggerating. Remember, I did not know the portal location to this world until I found it on the station computer. Other secrets, Argon forced me to keep from you.” 
 
    “How did you bring us to this world?” 
 
    “That should be obvious. I entered the needed coordinates as we plunged through the portal. It ejected us into this world. The closest Gigantopithecuses followed the same path. After we passed, the coordinates would have gone back to zero. These others and Ailuros must have discovered the coordinates. Such being the case, that tells us Nerelon and Ailuros gained the data from the computer. I had originally believed that this world had remained hidden for eons. The flying aliens just now…I must have been mistaken. Clearly, though, Nerelon must realize why I came here. But none of that was the point I wished to make a moment ago. There are ancient warnings regarding the ziggurat. Perhaps the flyers are not a new danger but the locus of an ancient threat.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, then, given the flyers?” 
 
    “I am beginning to think that we should allow the others to take the lead.” 
 
    “And grab the loot before us?” I asked. 
 
    “Loot?” Rax said. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. “It’s my D&D days coming back to haunt me.” 
 
    “Please elaborate.” 
 
    “D&D, Dungeons and Dragons was, is, a roleplaying game. I was in a group in high school. The way we played, we killed all the monsters and stuffed our pockets with loot, treasure. The more you got, the stronger and higher level you became. The key was to always be first to the treasure. We can’t let the Gigantopithecuses get to the ziggurat first.” 
 
    “We can if the latent threat—the ancient danger—kills the great apes and Ailuros for us.” 
 
    “Or if the Gigantopithecuses kill the flyers for us. Rax, that’s diabolical, and clever. But aren’t the apes trailing with orders to capture us?” 
 
    “Will they continue to do so once they see the ziggurat?” Rax asked. 
 
    I thought about that as I broke through the undergrowth and stepped onto the downward-slanting path. I searched the skies above but did not spot any flyers. I looked in the direction of the golden ziggurat. There, in the distance, I saw flying creatures like giant pterodactyls with long tails. 
 
    “Are you scanning them?” I asked. 
 
    Rax did not reply right away. “Sorry,” he finally said. “The Gigantopithecuses are scanning for us. I scrambled our position, but they are near. We must hide and let them pass.” 
 
    “If they’ll do that. Remember, Nerelon ordered the ape captain to capture me.” 
 
    “I heard it, and it might be true.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “This is about playing the odds, huh. We’re never going to reach the ziggurat ahead of them. Yeah, your idea makes the most sense then. Now, let’s see if can find a hideaway.” 
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    I found a spot a good way off the trail, climbing a huge tropical tree, lying on a large branch and hiding behind a leafy frond. By the time I situated myself, bringing the Polarion rifle up, I saw the first Gigantopithecuses. 
 
    The big apes traveled like you would expect gorillas to do, using all fours. Just like an overgrown gorilla, a Gigantopithecus used the knuckles of his hands for extended locomotion. 
 
    The flyers—three of them—had flown behind the great temple. Had they turned and landed on or inside the ziggurat? 
 
    The small red sun was climbing the beer-colored sky. No moons were in evidence. There were four, small pink clouds. It looked like it was going to be another hot day in paradise. 
 
    The two ape scouts halted approximately where I had left the footpath. They straightened the best they were able and unlimbered their laser rifles. One scanned left. The other scanned right. By this, I do not mean they used electronic gear, but their beady ape eyes. 
 
    I tensed, even though I doubted they could see me. They were much bigger and I knew where to look for them. I was smaller, hidden and—I glanced away. I suddenly feared they might be able to feel the intensity of my gaze. I kept watch with my peripheral vision. 
 
    “Well?” asked Rax. “What do you think? Will they turn toward us, or will they head for the ziggurat?” 
 
    “I thought you knew.” 
 
    “As you said earlier, this is a calculated risk. If you feel they will track us no matter what, perhaps you could attempt sniper shots and take them both out.” 
 
    I rejected the idea as I saw the rest of the troop approaching the two scouts. 
 
    “The moment of truth,” I said. 
 
    The ape captain approached his scouts, listening to them. I figured they were explaining as they gestured everywhere with their huge hairy arms. 
 
    “I should have set you down beside the trail,” I told Rax. “Then, you could have recorded their conversation.” 
 
    “A dubious ploy, at best,” Rax said. 
 
    Ailuros sauntered her way to the three. I wondered about her standing in the troop after her luring attempt had failed to catch me. 
 
    It must not have hurt it, for the ape captain listened to Ailuros. They remained like that for a while. She indicated the golden ziggurat. He swept his right arm outward from time to time. She put her hands on her hips and thrust her chin at him. Was she scolding the ape captain, calling him a fool, or something else? 
 
    I would have liked to know. 
 
    My arms became prickly as I waited. I didn’t like this. I should have kept going. I adjusted the rifle, making sure I had a clear field of fire just in case. 
 
    I would not have considered making a sniper shot from this distance, but I had a beam weapon. That gave me several advantages for long-range fire. A beam would not drop, but drill directly to the target. Secondly, I would watch a beam and make adjustments as I fired. It would be like having tracer fire. 
 
    A tracer was an incendiary bullet that made a visible path as it traveled from the gun barrel to target. If every sixth or seventh bullet was a tracer from a heavy machine gun, a gunner could visibly adjust. The Japanese of WWII had loved tracer fire in the jungle. WWI biplanes had also used tracer fire. 
 
    “They are taking too long,” Rax said. “Logan, kill the ape captain. Then, kill Ailuros.” 
 
    “I’m not killing Argon’s wife, not unless she’s about to kill me and I have to do it in order to remain alive.” 
 
    “That is pure sentimentality. It will get you killed. Worse, it will cause mission failure.” 
 
    Before I could think up a witty rejoinder, the ape captain turned back and began to holler. He was so loud I could clearly hear him from here. 
 
    “Moment of truth,” I said, while sighting on the noisy dude. 
 
    The scouts shouldered their laser rifles and began down the trail, traveling on all fours again. The rest of the troop took longer. Some of them had sprawled on the ground. The ape captain had to march among them, kicking a few in the side. They must have grumbled. He kicked one several times. Everyone scrambled up after that, following the scouts. 
 
    One interesting thing: the last two basilisks no longer had their hands tied behind their backs, and their lenses lacked covers. It would seem the ape captain was trusting Ailuros. Ah. She cradled a laser rifle. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “What is wrong?” asked Rax. 
 
    “Never assume,” I said. 
 
    “What is that in reference to? Are you berating me? My plan worked. They are heading for the ziggurat” 
 
    “So far, so good,” I said, “unless the ape captain is trying to trick us. Maybe the scouts are even now fading into the jungle to try to sneak up on me.” 
 
    “I think not.” 
 
    I peered into the distance. Rax was right. I saw the two scouts on a bend, revealing them again. Well, if the flyers were dangerous aliens, this was a great move. If we had gotten frightened and made a tactical error—I heaved a sigh. Whatever the course, I was in for a long morning of marching. 
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    After a little over two hours of grueling, undergrowth travel, I reached the edge of the jungle and the bottom of the valley floor. 
 
    I had beamed a sheep-sized dinosaur earlier, an innocent kind munching on ferns, and I had risked beaming more to cut out my chunk and semi-cook the meat. That meat I had devoured. I now risked crawling on my belly to the crystal-clear stream. 
 
    “Any hidden sea monsters waiting to eat me?” I whispered. 
 
    “Negative,” Rax said. 
 
    On my belly, I gulped water for what seemed like forever. Finally, satisfied, I crawled back to the jungle edge and picked up my rifle. 
 
    The ziggurat, the great golden tower, was several hundred yards away. The broad road of cyclopean stones curved around the giant construct, likely coming to its foot. That would be the front of the ziggurat. Now, I could see its real size, maybe fifty stories to the top. 
 
    The ape-led party camped at the foot of the first level. That level or terrace was a good seven or eight stories high. 
 
    “How long have they been there, I wonder?” 
 
    “Do you see all of them?” Rax asked softly. 
 
    “No. The ape captain, the scouts and Ailuros are missing. Do you think they went into the ziggurat?” 
 
    “That would be the likeliest course.” 
 
    “Then we screwed ourselves,” I complained. 
 
    “No. Look.” 
 
    I saw the ape captain on all fours, his two scouts and Ailuros. They marched around a corner of the ziggurat, coming back to their ape camp and her two basilisks. 
 
    “They must have circled the damn thing,” I said. 
 
    “Which does not compute,” Rax said. “This is Ailuros’s great temple. Surely, she knows how to enter.” 
 
    “Unless Argon burned that knowledge out of her long ago,” I said. 
 
    “Or unless someone else did.” 
 
    “I have a third theory. Maybe she’s bargaining with the captain. From here, it looks as if she’s talking fast, trying to make a deal.” 
 
    Ailuros gestured and I saw her mouth move constantly. The woman loved to talk. She loved to make deals and double-cross. 
 
    “No flyers,” I said a moment later. 
 
    “Not yet, in any case,” Rax said. 
 
    “Okay, genius, do we just wait here? I thought your alien flyers were going to take them out for us.” 
 
    “I am open to suggestions.” 
 
    “Wait, a minute,” I said. “Something’s finally happening.” 
 
    The ape captain grasped the front of Ailuros’s blouse and lifted her off the ground. The two Gigantopithecus scouts unlimbered their laser rifles, scrambling ahead of the chief. Carrying her easily, the captain brought Ailuros to the camp. 
 
    The basilisks jumped up, their lenses turning bright. 
 
    The scouts must have been waiting for that. They fired, the lasers drilling the scaly mutants, killing them instantly so they toppled onto grass. 
 
    The ape captain marched to the camp and threw Ailuros among her dead servitors. The big bastard bellowed—and he could shout. Every Gigantopithecus raced up with his rifle ready. They all aimed at her. 
 
    It was funny, but that made me angry. The alien apes shouldn’t manhandle a woman like that, not even Argon’s scheming wife. It struck me as wrong, despite my former actions and— 
 
    From the ground, Ailuros raised her hands as if in abject surrender. 
 
    The captain barked at her. 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    The captain must have given another order. All the Gigantopithecuses lowered their weapons. 
 
    Ailuros climbed meekly to her feet. 
 
    The ape captain stepped near and roughly put a huge paw behind her back, propelling her toward the ziggurat. She stumbled, finally righting herself, and continued toward the first level. 
 
    “Logan. You must take me nearer. This is critical.” 
 
    “You know what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Hurry, Logan. I am out of fine-tuning range.” 
 
    I decided to risk it, because I figured I knew what Rax was thinking. I moved in a crouch across open ground and waded into the stream. It quickly deepened. All the apes were heading to the ziggurat, their backs to us. One looked back, though. Had he sensed me? I could not feel his gaze upon me. I was up to my neck in water and had frozen to stillness. He didn’t act as if he saw me, and finally hurried after the others. 
 
    Soon enough, I waded out of the stream on their side and crawled like mad to some ferns. 
 
    “Closer?” I asked. 
 
    “Silence,” Rax said. 
 
    I held him up high to the side of the fern, hoping that would help. Then, I waited, with the rifle down on the ground beside me. 
 
    The water had felt refreshing, and I had drunk more. The only problem was a sudden need to whiz. Soon, I squirmed, but I did not leave my post. 
 
    Ailuros led the apes to the smooth wall of gold. She did something, because a hidden door moved up, revealing darkness within. The apes looked to their captain. He spoke to Ailuros. She nodded. Then, with the two scouts first, Ailuros next, the captain and finally the rest of the Gigantopithecuses, they all filed through the secret entrance into the ziggurat. Soon after the last one had passed, the door slid down, and it looked smooth again like the rest of the golden wall. 
 
    “Tell me you got the code,” I said. 
 
    “I did,” Rax said. “But there may be other hidden passageways. Logan, we must enter the ziggurat as fast as possible.” 
 
    I was afraid he was going to say that. After my much-needed piss, I shouldered the rifle again. Then, I broke into a sprint, racing to the great golden temple before something showed up to stop me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -32- 
 
      
 
    The great ziggurat awed me, a fantastic tower of gold, and according to Rax, holding a piece to a great weapon. 
 
    My first introduction to aliens had been the episode with the Starcore. Aliens had kidnapped and taken me to Greenland. There, I’d found a subterranean place full of stasis tubes with frozen Neanderthals, ancient hominids and godlike Polarions. The place had been built when Greenland was free of ice. It had been known as Thule back then.  
 
    A great Polarion had given sentience to crystals on Rax Prime, the beginning of Rax’s kind. The Polarion had used those crystals and built the Starcore. It had been a weapon to channel cosmic energy, granting the Polarion vast power. The other Polarions, fearing him, had ganged up and defeated the Starcore builder. The Starcore itself had hidden on Earth afterward, out of phase in Far Butte, Nevada. With Argon’s help, I’d destroyed the great crystal weapon and the aliens who had come to Earth to find and steal it. 
 
    My point was, Greenland had once been ice-free. Then, it had been the land of Thule. Some ancient historians had spoken about Thule. Apparently, it had existed when the proto or primeval Egyptians had thrived. 
 
    Likely, this fantastic golden ziggurat was from a similar distant era. Maybe the other Polarions had fashioned a counter-weapon to the Starcore. When the danger had vanished back then, perhaps the others had unassembled the great counter-weapon and stored it on various worlds for a future problem. Now, an ambitious and maybe even, the strongest of the Polarions, named Nerelon Brontios, was making a play against Earth and this was the needed weapon to stop him. 
 
    If I wanted to save my planet from Nerelon Brontios, I had to get the first piece of an ancient super-science weapon. 
 
    Thinking these things, I looked up at the monstrous mountain of shaped gold. The first level was a good eight stories high. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed,” Rax agreed. “It is a mighty edifice. Now, bring me closer yet.” 
 
    “Do you sense them inside waiting for us?” 
 
    “I could not, as the thick gold walls block my sensors.” 
 
    That put me on high alert. “Would Ailuros know that about you?” 
 
    “What is your point, Logan?” 
 
    I thought about it and shrugged. We were taking a risk in order to win it all. “Can you open the way?” 
 
    “I must be closer. Ailuros—there, do you see?” 
 
    I studied the golden wall. 
 
    “Oh. Of course,” Rax said. “You do not see into the ultraviolet. You must listen precisely and touch parts of the wall as I instruct.” 
 
    “Is that what Ailuros did?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rax said. 
 
    “She can see ultraviolet wavelengths?” 
 
    “She is a Polarion. Now, Logan, attend me. This could be delicate work.” 
 
    I stepped closer yet and listened to Rax’s instructions. Feeling foolish, I reached to spots, for buttons I couldn’t see, and pressed them at Rax’s command. 
 
    It was weird feeling the spots depress. Rax had told the truth. Abruptly, a golden door revealed itself by sliding upward. 
 
    I jumped back and unlimbered my rifle. Then, I slowly stepped near and peered into a lit steel corridor. 
 
    “It was dark last time,” I said. 
 
    “Their passage has obviously triggered the lighting system. Hurry, now, the door will close soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, stepping into the ziggurat as I entered the steel corridor. 
 
    After passing through, the door soundlessly closed behind me. I looked back and shrugged again. Risks, we had to accept them if we wanted to win. 
 
    I began down a long steel corridor, and it felt as if I was aboard a space station again. The place was so clean, and the recycled air had a metallic taint. The dinosaur-era fern jungle, the pterodactyl-like flying aliens—just like that, it felt as if I’d never walked on the alien world or seen the strange sights. 
 
    “Rax, are there hidden rays beaming us?” 
 
    “None that I can detect,” he said. “What makes you ask?” 
 
    “The unreality of these corridors.” 
 
    “That is nonsensical. They are very real.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean—oh, forget it. Do you have a schematic of the place?” 
 
    “We will proceed logically. Take a right here.” 
 
    We trekked the steel corridors for at least two hours. We found two ramps, taking them, and two places with oversized stairs, taking them up, as well. Lastly, Rax found an access way—a long steel ladder. I began climbing, and it felt like my time with Lord Beran when we descended from the destroyed underground CAU facility in Utah to Sand’s subterranean realm with the Great Machine. 
 
    My shoulders were shaking, and my hands throbbed by the time I stepped off the ladder onto a steel landing. 
 
    “How far up do you think we are?” I asked. 
 
    “Please, Logan, use a softer voice. I detect life forms nearby.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” I whispered. 
 
    “Proceed to the hatch.” 
 
    I did, and it opened on its own accord. 
 
    “Did you do that?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “If you mean causing the hatch to open, the answer is yes. Now, tiptoe if you would. I detect Ailuros ahead.” 
 
    I gripped my rifle more tightly and moved soundlessly down a narrower steel corridor. The overhead lights were bright enough. Did that indicate—? 
 
    A side hatch opened ahead, and Ailuros stepped forth. “Greetings, Logan,” she said, holding her hands upward to indicate she was unarmed. 
 
    That alerted me. If she didn’t bear arms—I spun around, aiming behind me, spying a big old Gigantopithecus creeping around a corner— 
 
    “Ugh,” I said, arching my back. A numbing force had struck me. It made me cold all over and weakened my limbs. The image of the hurrying Gigantopithecus swam before me, going in and out of focus. I tried to activate my rifle but failed to do so. 
 
    “Logan, Logan, Logan,” someone chided as if I were a fool. 
 
    “Rax?” I whispered. 
 
    I felt a warm hand on my shoulder. I tried to turn around and see who it was. I failed in that, too. I was toppling, and then everything went blank. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -33- 
 
      
 
    Reality began impinging upon me in a strange fashion. I felt myself bob up and down. Even after opening my eyes, I didn’t understand what was taking place. Finally, I realized I was wrapped up like a mummy—although with my head exposed. Someone had placed me in a pack, and one of the Gigantopithecuses was wearing the pack. I was a prisoner of the ape captain’s troop. 
 
    Rax hadn’t spoken, and I didn’t know if he was still on my belt or not. The troop marched through a large steel corridor, indicating that we were still in the golden ziggurat. 
 
    I had an excruciating headache and my back where Ailuros must have shot me with a numbing agent now burned and itched abominably. I had no idea how long I’d been unconscious. My mouth was dry. Did that indicate a long passage of time or a byproduct of what Ailuros had done to me? 
 
    There was a heavy-sounding grunt, and my bearer halted. Soon, I heard Ailuros and the ape captain conferring in low whispers. They were ahead of me where I could not see. I did not know if they whispered for my benefit or if they had a different reason for caution. 
 
    I strained to look around, and I spied one of the great apes watching me. He hefted my Polarion rifle. When he saw me looking at him, he raised his lips to reveal his yellow, simian teeth. 
 
    The ape captain spoke harshly. I had come to recognize his deep voice. My bearer and the mocker, after slinging the rifle over a massive shoulder, went to all fours, and the troop moved faster down the corridor. 
 
    Finally, my bearer slowed his pace, becoming the last creature in the troop, as I saw no others behind him. A huge door must have opened ahead, for blazing sunlight shone into our corridor. My bearer passed a huge hatch and ambled onto the second highest level of the ziggurat. He turned, and I became dizzy at the fantastic height. 
 
    I didn’t know about the others, but my bearer, on all fours, climbed onto a great golden stairway. The angle of the ascent was shockingly steep. If my ape slipped and tumbled down, I would be helpless and likely crushed to death. The steep, broad, golden stairs went all the way to the ground. The way passed two block gatehouses down there and then came to the edge of the cyclopean-block highway. 
 
    My bearer climbed the stairs swiftly, soon reaching the highest level and presumably looking at the last golden housing. In there, according to Rax— 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “Look at the sky!” 
 
    No one paid me any heed. 
 
    “The sky, you idiots,” I shouted. “Alien flyers are coming in at two o’clock.” 
 
    I must have noticed them as dots first, mere pterodactyls or primitive birds, I thought. As my ape bearer had climbed, the dots had turned into great flapping creatures. Then, I got a good look at them. They had python-like tails, a huge spread of leathery wings and crocodile-like snouts. They also appeared scaly or reptilian, wearing purple garments and wielding glowing weapons in their hands. 
 
    A crack like thunder sounded, and a bolt of purple lighting flashed from one of the alien weapons. The bolt flashed past me, crackling in passage. I heard a sizzling sound, and a horrific ape scream. Then, a fried and smoking Gigantopithecus tumbled past my bearer on the stairs. I had the perfect location to watch his dead body bounce and flop from one great step to the next. 
 
    My bearer was presumably racing for cover. The flyers swooped toward the troop as booms of thunder and cracks of lightning sent purple bolts at the great apes. Then, my bearer passed from the golden ledge into an opening. He panted as he raced, and I wondered if he would drop his pack—me—so he could flee faster. 
 
    He did not, and barriers—steel doors—clanged into place behind him. 
 
    I would have shouted for them to cut me loose, to let me help them fight—if it came to that—but no one seemed to be watching me. No doubt, the ape captain had captured me for Nerelon Brontios. I was bound and secured. Thus, I was no longer any concern for them on this planet. 
 
    Even as I thought that, everything changed. The ape captain barked loud commands. 
 
    My bearer halted, standing upright as he panted. I twisted my head to look around, but I could not see what was happening ahead. 
 
    Finally, Ailuros sauntered behind my bearer. She looked like a child compared to him. Her skin glistened and she smiled with that hideous cat mouth of hers. 
 
    “So…Logan,” she purred. 
 
    The ape captain barked louder. 
 
    Ailuros produced a long blade. She spoke gibberish. 
 
    My bearer loosened his pack straps, jerked me several times and then slammed me sideways onto the polished floor. That hurt. 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” Ailuros purred, as she loosened the pack restraints and dragged me free of it. She was stronger than I’d realized, as I was a solid 250. My muscles were denser than they used to be, the reason for my greater weight. She used the blade, sawing through the tough mummy cloth that imprisoned me. Finally, as the ape captain spoke rapidly in the ape tongue to his troop, the last cloth parted. 
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief and only then understood how hot I’d been. I’d been sweating, and now shivered at the relative cold. 
 
    “Get up,” Ailuros said. 
 
    My hands remained bound behind my back, but my feet were free. I rolled around until I found my feet and heaved up, standing. I looked at the ape captain. His troop was huddled around him as if he was the quarterback, giving last second instructions to his players. Behind him was a huge set of double jewel and gem-encrusted doors. 
 
    “Logan,” Ailuros said in a soft voice. 
 
    I turned to her and found the tip of her dagger under my chin. I jerked my head back. 
 
    She leered as if enjoying my discomfort. “Listen well, my dear, if you want to live.” 
 
    “The ape captain wants to kill me?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said if I want to live. Does the ape captain wish to kill me?” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    “Are you really such an idiot?” Ailuros asked. “The Gigantopithecuses are taking you to Nerelon Brontios. He will torture you for the information he wants to know.” 
 
    “In that case, won’t he torture you too?” 
 
    “Poor, confused, Logan,” she jeered. “You don’t understand anything.” 
 
    “I know your husband is still alive.” 
 
    The dagger tip was back under my chin, pricking the skin. 
 
    “That hurts,” I said. 
 
    “I should kill you here and now,” she hissed. “You thwarted my divine will once already. But I plan to teach you lessons…” She shook her head like a cat. “The Sliths are coming.” 
 
    “They’re the pterodactyl flyers?” 
 
    “The apes are all going to die soon. Do you want to live?” 
 
    I blinked at her, finally realizing she was going to double-cross the great apes. “Why did you cut me free?” 
 
    “Use this when the time is right,” she said, sheathing her knife and tucking it under my belt. 
 
    I used my bound fingers to try to feel for the cord or chain holding the two manacles around my wrists. I could not feel anything, though. My fingers must have been numb. 
 
    “Now, Ailuros,” the ape captain said, reverting to horribly accented English. “We have run out of time. You must do your part, as promised.” 
 
    She grabbed one of my arms and tugged me. I staggered as she broke into a trot. We passed the Gigantopithecuses, most of which were kneeling, bringing up their laser rifles and facing the way we had come. 
 
    Finally, I realized the plan, or part of it, at least. The Gigantopithecuses were going to fight the flyers—the Sliths, I suppose—and give us cover. 
 
    The ape captain, Ailuros and I raced to the gem and jewel-encrusted gold doors. 
 
    Ailuros shouted at them in Polarion, I’m sure. The doors smoothly opened. The three of us dashed through. Ailuros shouted again. I glanced back to see the two big doors swing shut. 
 
    Then, the three of us faced a place of incredible wonder and splendor. 
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    It was a huge circular chamber with giant golden statues sitting upon golden thrones. They circled a great basin upon which flickered a crystalline fire that constantly changed colors. The statues—I recognized Argon, while others looked familiar. They all sat with turned golden heads, peering up at a gigantic statue of a wondrously beautiful woman. She had a face that could have launched a thousand starships, and her body— 
 
    I had seen that body before. I glanced at Ailuros. She had a cat’s head, but that body… I stared up at the statue and realized that someone had truly done hideous work to her. If that was how she used to look… 
 
    “Behold,” Ailuros said in my right ear. “Behold the great goddess of the Day, holder of the Prometheus Stone. Can you wonder at my rage? Can you wonder why I wish to destroy the perpetrator of an awful deed?” 
 
    “Did Argon change your features?” I asked. 
 
    She sneered. “Argon, a paltry fool of the weakest order—do you think he would have dared mar his prize, his wife? No, Logan, another did it.” 
 
    Before I could ask who, we heard the whine of laser fire from behind the golden gem-encrusted doors. 
 
    “Our time is short,” the ape captain said. He lowered his elephant gun so it aimed at Ailuros. She carried my Polarion rifle with a strap around her left shoulder. “Show me the stone. We must be gone from here quickly.” 
 
    Ailuros turned from me and raised her arms. She began a litany in an alien tongue, the Polarion tongue, I believe. 
 
    The ape captain lowered his mighty express rifle. In his hands, it looked small. I realized it was an older-style anti-tank gun. He would have the size and weight to fire it while standing. I doubt I could have. The recoil would have blown me onto my back. 
 
    Ailuros seemed to be in a trance as she approached the great golden statue of herself. Gears began to grind in it, and the great personage on the throne began to move. 
 
    The ape captain hooted as if with superstitious fear. 
 
    I stood in awe. 
 
    The robotic statue seemed even lovelier as it moved, as if it were alive. I almost yearned for it to dance for us. It was unbelievably lovely. The great statue reached for its hip. As it did, a slot on its hip opened. A pommel appeared. The golden fingers circled the pommel and drew a huge golden knife from within itself. 
 
    Ailuros still chanted with her arms held high. 
 
    The statue lowered the great golden blade. The weapon was bigger than any sword I’d seen before. Another robotic golden hand reached down, holding the golden blade. It twisted the monster knife, pulling the outer blade as if it was another sheath. 
 
    Shining brilliance flooded the chamber, the source of the light inside the revealed part of the great golden knife. 
 
    Ailuros’s chant changed tenor, growing in pitch. The higher she chanted, the dimmer the terrible and glorious light became. Finally, I could see a wondrously throbbing crystal or stone. Colorful motes swirled within it. The surface of the stone seemed to expand and retract as it throbbed, as if the stone was alive with unbelievable powers. 
 
    “The Prometheus Stone,” Ailuros declared. “It is the only one of its kind, a source of concentrated cosmic energy.” 
 
    I jerked around to stare at her. 
 
    She moved stiffly toward the pulsating stone, and I saw that she carried a box, perhaps a hinged lead box by the way she handled it. 
 
    She stood before the exposed Prometheus Stone and chanted once more. To my astonishment, the stone levitated from the golden knife-holder and floated toward her. She kept chanting, watching the stone as if it was an angry cobra. It wobbled in flight, pulsated with greater brilliance— 
 
    Ailuros lunged at it with the box, snapping the heavy metal container around it. Instantly, the chamber dimmed as if a glorious wonder had vanished—which, I guess it had. 
 
    Ailuros grunted as the box dipped, indicating it was heavy. She heaved the leaden box into a larger wooden box with a carrying strap, slinging that over her right shoulder. 
 
    Before I could comment, the great golden, gem-encrusted double doors exploded inward. Gems flew off the blasted doors and skittered across the floor, some bouncing into the crystalline fire. They disappeared in colorful puffs of smoke. 
 
    Several bleeding and obviously stunned Gigantopithecuses staggered in backwards. One raised his laser carbine and fired outside. 
 
    Booms of thunder and cracks of purple lightning fried each of them, shriveling the great apes and charring them most foully as they thudded onto the floor. 
 
    The ape captain recovered quicker than Ailuros or me. He shouldered the elephant gun, raising it—BOOM! 
 
    The barrel of the elephant gun rose sharply upward. The ape captain remained rock-steady otherwise. 
 
    A flying creature had zoomed into the chamber and blew violently backward. More flew in, screeching horribly. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Two more of them blew back, one of them crashing against a golden wall. 
 
    I had begun sawing my bonds with the knife Ailuros had given me. The rope between my manacles parted. My hands swung in front of me, the blade clenched in my puffy right fist. 
 
    “Run, Logan,” Ailuros called. “Stick that in the back of the ape before you leave.” 
 
    I shook my head. I would do no such evil deed. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The ape captain blew away two more flying creatures. 
 
    I looked for her, noticing that Ailuros was running to the back of the chamber. I turned to the battle, and with a cry, I hurled my blade. It twirled end over end and stuck a flyer in the eye. Then I spun back to Ailuros and sprinted after her. 
 
    She had the Prometheus Stone. I couldn’t let her get away with it, and I couldn’t allow myself to die to the Sliths. I had to save Earth, and to do so, I had to get the Prometheus Stone from Ailuros and race back to the portal. 
 
    As I ran into a passage, blocking my sight of the battle, I heard the ape captain fire his last shots. Afterward, booms of thunder and a mighty ape bellow told the story of a fallen hero, even if he was an enemy hero. 
 
    I looked around wildly and could not spot Ailuros. 
 
    “Here, you fool,” she shouted. 
 
    I saw her step from behind a golden curtain. The wooden carrying box and the Polarion rifle were both slung over her right shoulder so they bumped against each other. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    “Do you want to live?” 
 
    “Hell yes.” 
 
    “Then assist me.” 
 
    I raced to her and followed her through a fold of the great golden curtain. We came to a door with two handles around a steel wheel. It was like a vault or bank door. 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “It’s stuck,” she said. “I can’t open it.” 
 
    If she had been able to open it, would she have left without me? 
 
    “What’s behind it?” I asked. 
 
    “Our salvation.” 
 
    “Stand back. I don’t want you stabbing me in the back the minute I open it.” 
 
    “I assure you, I’m going to need your strength again.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her and made a shooing motion with my hands. She frowned but obediently stepped away from me. Then, I stepped up, grasped the handles and began to strain. They would not move. I tried harder and glanced at Ailuros to see if she had slipped closer. She had not, but instead, cocked her head as if listening. 
 
    She turned to me. “Hurry, Logan,” she whispered. “I hear the Sliths. They’re following my path, likely using infrared tracking.” 
 
    I braced my feet, breathed deeply as if I was going to do a deadlift and heaved at the two handles. I strained, and it felt as if my muscles were going to tear in two. I refused to quit, almost bellowed with rage—and the wheel moved the barest fraction. 
 
    At that point, Ailuros pressed both hands against my back and breathed encouragement into my ears. “Open the way, Logan, and I will greatly reward you.” 
 
    That should have been a warning. I was too into opening the damn way to care, though. Then, I did roar, heaving with all my redoubled strength. 
 
    Abruptly, the wheel spun, and the great iron door began to open. 
 
    “Now, Logan, follow me,” Ailuros said, digging her fingernails into my back. That stung like crazy, as she’d broken skin. 
 
    I wasn’t suspicious enough because I thought she had become frightened. I followed her down a slowly brightening way, the lights coming to life because of our passage. It felt as if my steps became sluggish, but I panted hard, perhaps from the exertion of the wheel. 
 
    Before I keeled over, I saw Ailuros race ahead through what seemed like a small hangar bay. A strange contraption with wings waited. She opened a small door and climbed into the cab of the supposed flying machine. She stared at me from her seat. Her lips curved up into a cruel smile. I thought she was going to close the door to the cab. Instead, she beckoned me. 
 
    I stumbled to her, crashing against her side, and then I didn’t remember a thing. 
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    A low, irritating sound penetrated my unconsciousness. It woke me, and I found myself strapped into a tiny half-pod. There were items packed in with me, the box holding the Prometheus Stone and the Polarion rifle among them. 
 
    I looked around, and realized I was in the small cabin of the flying machine I’d seen before passing out. Movement caught my eye, and I saw Ailuros piloting our craft as she stared out a narrow windshield. 
 
    She must have heard me, for she looked back and must have caught me closing my eyes. I was trying to pretend I was still unconscious. “Are you making that sound?” she asked. 
 
    I opened my eyes. “What sound?” 
 
    She stared at me a moment longer before returning to her controls. “Maybe it’s just as well you’re awake. The Sliths are following. They’re making this difficult.” 
 
    “Are they native to this world?” 
 
    “Stop being so inquisitive about everything,” she said. “Are you willing to handle a gun?” 
 
    “Sure. Untie me.” 
 
    She faced the controls and did something so our craft banked sharply. I took the opportunity to look out the strange, narrow window. I saw a tilted jungle below. Then I saw movement beside us. One of the craft’s wings was moving. 
 
    “Are we going to crash?” I shouted. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “The wings—” 
 
    She laughed. “You’ve never heard of an ornithopter?” 
 
    “Uh…of course I have,” I said. “Leonardo Di Vinci first thought of a plane that mimics the flight of a bird or bat.” 
 
    “Believe me, he wasn’t the first.” 
 
    “Who was?” 
 
    She looked back. “What makes you so curious all the time?” 
 
    “Imagination.” 
 
    She cursed, banked the other way and pressed a switch. I heard machine gun chatter and saw two Sliths blow apart in the air. A different Slith aimed a rod with a glowing ball at us. Purple lightning sprouted from the ball and flashed at us. 
 
    The lightning sizzled against a force field. 
 
    “Pesky creatures,” Ailuros said. “They don’t want to let us leave.” 
 
    “They’re the guardians of the Prometheus Stone?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she said. 
 
    “Are you ready, Logan?” Rax asked. 
 
    “Who said that?” Ailuros asked sharply. “Who else is in my ornithopter?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “This,” Rax said. 
 
    I heard mechanical movement, and something under me opened so I heard wind. 
 
    “No!” Ailuros screamed. “You can’t do this to me. You have the stone.” 
 
    Something like a catapult hissed. I felt violent movement, and my half-pod shot out of the ornithopter. 
 
    I had time for a quick look. The ornithopter was shaped like a ball with gigantic leathery wings to the sides. Those wings indeed flapped up and down, propelling the craft up and away from my dropping escape pod. There was an open hatch on the underbelly of the ornithopter. It closed, and the spherical craft banked sharply. 
 
    Did Ailuros want to fire on and kill us? 
 
    “Rax!” I shouted. “Why have you remained quiet all this time?” 
 
    In the whistling wind, I couldn’t hear his answer, if indeed he attempted it. 
 
    In the distance were several flapping Sliths. Far beyond them on the horizon, something glimmered. It was the golden ziggurat of death. 
 
    “Rax, this is madness,” I shouted. “I don’t want to die squashed like a bug.” 
 
    I heard an explosive sound, and a parachute sprouted from the half-pod. It billowed into existence over me, jerking the pod. It began to fall more gently after that. 
 
    “That is why I have remained silent,” Rax boasted. “Ailuros and the Gigantopithecuses forgot about me. If I’d spoken earlier, they might have remembered and done something to thwart my abilities.” 
 
    “You ejected the pod from the ornithopter?” 
 
    “Obviously. You are welcome, Logan.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Yeah. You know what?” 
 
    A boom and a sizzle of purple lightning tore the parachute apart. I had time to see a Slith veer away from me. Then, the half-pod plunged as fast as before. 
 
    “Rax!” I shouted, the wind tearing the words from my lips. “Do you have a second chute?” 
 
    “No,” I heard. “But I can guide the pod.” 
 
    More but smaller explosions caused the lines to blast off the half-pod as the shredded parachute tore away from us. Little wings sprouted from the sides, and the pod zigzagged through the sky. Even so, we plunged with increasing speed. 
 
    “I put us as close as I could,” Rax said. 
 
    The pod struck water, skipping and jolting me, driving the breath from my lungs. As we slowed, I heard the hiss of buoys inflating, and we floated, swaying with the waves. 
 
    At that point, I started breathing again. 
 
    “I suggest speed, Logan. We are near shore, but I detect sea monsters coming to investigate us. Can you free yourself?” 
 
    I was struggling, but having no luck. 
 
    “Allow me, then,” Rax said. 
 
    The ends of the straps attached to the pod, the ones holding me captive, blew off. That also freed my hands. I tore the straps fully off, sat up and looked around. We were about half a mile from a sandy shore. Near the tree line, I spied the stone portal. 
 
    “You brought us that close?” I asked. 
 
    “No more words, Logan. It is time to swim for your life. But do not forget the box, and I suggest you also take the Polarion rifle.” 
 
    “What about Ailuros? Is she still alive?” 
 
    “Unknown, but I guarantee that you will not be shortly if you do not start swimming.” 
 
    I got the message, grabbed gear and stuffed it all into a large duffel bag with a loop, slung it around my torso and dove into the warm ocean water. I began to swim, using clean even strokes so I wouldn’t thrash like a wounded fish. Even so, I heard terrible crunching sounds. Looking back, I witnessed the floating half-pod going down as fanged sea monsters began to fight over it. 
 
    “I’m never going to make it,” I moaned. 
 
    “Not if you don’t try,” Rax said. “Swim!” 
 
    I did, and I heard sharp whines several times. I didn’t ask what those whines meant, but I think Rax made the sounds. Maybe the sea monsters hated the pitch and thus left me alone. I swam as hard as I could, and eventually dragged myself onto the sandy beach.  
 
    Exhausted and shivering like a sick sea turtle, I crawled up the beach toward the portal. Why hadn’t Sliths or Ailuros shown up? Were they too busy fighting each other to worry about me? 
 
    Upon reaching a stone portal strut, I collapsed, too exhausted to keep my eyes open, knowing that Rax would certainly warn me in time if something bad crept toward us. 
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    My eyes snapped open although otherwise I lay perfectly still. Something had alerted me. It was dark, with stars shining brightly in the night sky. No moon had risen yet. 
 
    I was stiff and sore and hungrier than ever. How long had I slept? Why hadn’t Sliths or Ailuros landed and taken my stuff? If I was lucky, they had both killed each other. 
 
    Thinking about that, I shifted my gaze. The duffel bag was still secured to me. I frowned, unable to believe the Sliths had slain Ailuros. Was she sneaking up on me? Is that what had woken me? 
 
    I heard surf crashing against the nearby seawall. Slowly, I turned my head toward the inlet where the sea monsters had eaten the great apes. The tide had gone out and was starting to come back in, probably the reason the waves hit the seawall so hard. Slowly moving my head the other way, I eyed the tree line. It was dark and eerie, and a feeling of something troublesome was emanating from that direction. 
 
    “Rax,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes, Logan,” the crystal said just as quietly. 
 
    “Do you sense anything out of order?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “No Sliths have landed, Ailuros did not come by and nothing has been slipped out of the portal?” 
 
    “I would have woken you if that was the case.” 
 
    “How do we power the portal so we can leave?” 
 
    “We cannot from here,” Rax whispered. “We are waiting for someone else to activate it. Once that happens, you must enter as fast as you can. I will set the coordinates just like last time.” 
 
    “We’re going to head home?” 
 
    “Negative. We need the next piece of the great weapon first.” 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to hear that, thinking that maybe the Prometheus Stone was good enough to dispatch Nerelon Brontios. Couldn’t a different Polarion like Argon maybe wield the stone and use the cosmic energy against him? 
 
    I sensed movement in the jungle and stiffened. “Something is just inside the tree line,” I whispered. 
 
    “That rings false, as I do not detect anything.” 
 
    “Well, I do.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that your senses are better than my sensors?” 
 
    “Maybe this time,” I whispered. 
 
    “I will run a self-diagnostic. Oh,” Rax whispered several seconds later. “This is quite odd. I have sustained something akin to a stun. I wonder if that is due to my prolonged proximity to the Prometheus Stone. The lead container may not be enough to fully shield me. Hmm…I am glad you bragged, Logan. I would not have run the diagnostic otherwise.” 
 
    A branch broke in the jungle, a loud sound, indicating the presence of a large dinosaur breaking it. 
 
    “I heard that,” Rax said quietly. “I suggest you ready your rifle and investigate.” 
 
    Another branch snapped in half, and this time, a tree swayed and crashed down to the ground. I caught a dark glimpse of something the size of a tree. Was that a Tyrannosaurus Rex? I waited for a roar, and I realized I was crouched behind the stone arch of the portal with the rifle in my hands. I hadn’t recalled tearing it out of the duffel bag, nor did I remember scrambling to my feet. 
 
    “It is mechanical,” Rax declared. 
 
    Mechanical? That didn’t make sense. I stared so hard it felt as if my eyeballs were going to pop out of my head. 
 
    “I detect a machine, Logan.” 
 
    At that point, so did I. A searchlight snapped on in the middle of its torso. The intensely bright light beamed against half the stone portal while illuminating some of the sandy beach. The thing walked like a robot and I heard a whine like a machine. 
 
    The robot was much larger than Sand’s nine-foot, box-like robots. It moved with greater agility and— 
 
    “Ailuros,” I whispered. 
 
    “She is not the robot.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it before, Rax. It was at the top of the ziggurat.” 
 
    “It must seek the Prometheus Stone.” 
 
    I had come to the same conclusion. In a second, I pictured what must have happened. The golden robot of Ailuros had climbed down the golden staircase and begun seeking the Prometheus Stone taken from it. Why the robot did this, I could not tell. I had a feeling the real Ailuros was behind it. 
 
    Even as that came full-blown to my thoughts, the golden statue’s chest beam moved until it shined on the far end of the portal. The beam washed toward me— 
 
    I raised the rifle and fired at the chest lens. The rifle beam burned into the searchlight, breaking it and causing the intense light to quit. Maybe I held the switch down too long. 
 
    “Cease firing,” Rax said. 
 
    I did several seconds later. 
 
    The darkness afterward was intense. The stars still shone, but I was no longer accustomed to the darkness. 
 
    I could still see the outline of the robot-statue. It swayed back and forth and suddenly pitched forward, crashing onto its beautiful face. The robot lay on the sand, the head a good fifty feet from the giant stone portal. 
 
    I slowly approached the thing, certain it would begin to twitch like in a bad horror movie and start to get up to chase me. Instead, a hatch in the back blew open, the hatch flying through the air to land with a thud on sand fifteen feet away. 
 
    That stunned me. I realized now that this statue was even bigger than the one I’d seen at the top of the ziggurat. Where had it come from then? Why did it look like Ailuros before the cat-head surgery? 
 
    I waited for someone to climb out, but no one did. 
 
    “Can you sense anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Negative,” Rax said. “The heavy gold stops my stone-weakened sensors.” 
 
    I cautiously approached the fallen statue or walker. Finally, I stood by it. Should I call out? I did not. I did the stupid thing instead. I climbed up the robot and peered into the darkness. There was a tiny amount of illumination inside from various glowing switches. There was also a small control chair. Strapped into the chair was a hominid, a hundred-pound Homo habilis like Philemon. Blood pumped from the beam wound in his hairy torso. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Rax declared. 
 
    “Looks like.” 
 
    “No. He is dead.” 
 
    “I think he’s a Homo habilis.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Rax said. “That would indicate the walker belongs to Nerelon Brontios. He must have made it in Ailuros’s image because this is or was her world. From what I know, Nerelon is a Polarion traditionalist. This could be a failsafe on his part, or an advance party scout.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    Then I heard humming. I twisted around. An eerie blue glow from the portal lit up the sand before it. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted. “The portal has activated.” 
 
    “Hurry, Logan. I believe more Gigantopithecuses may be coming or Nerelon Brontios himself. I believe your action has triggered the event.” 
 
    I jumped from the golden walker onto jungle dirt, ran across sand, grabbed my duffel bag and scrambled toward the front of the portal. 
 
    At that point, a tall, majestic individual stumbled out of the portal. He seemed stunned from the journey. I might have tried to kill him, but a huge great ape stumbled out next. 
 
    I needed to see no more than that, so I leaped into the glowing blue portal. I hoped Rax knew how to set our coordinates fast and that I didn’t bump into anyone coming out. It must have worked, for like that, I left the pristine Jurassic alien world. 
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    Unlike the first time I did this—using a portal—the sights, sounds and smells exploding against my senses were vile. In my mind’s eye, I saw dripping green rot and heard banshee wails of misery as the stench of death invaded my nostrils. It felt as if I were plunging through a mire, as if this was the end of existence or— 
 
    I tripped coming out of a different portal and rolled across scorching hot sand. My passage over it was much faster than I would have expected. Then, I was airborne. I could hardly understand it. I fell as a black cliff passed before me, areas of the cliff dotted with badger-sized holes. I felt eyes watching me from the holes. I realized then that I’d rolled over a cliff top and rocketed down— 
 
    I turned my head and looked down seconds before impact, bracing myself as I slammed onto black sand on my back. The air whooshed from my lungs and I twisted in agony. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t—my lungs unlocked and I sucked down hot air. I had already begun to sweat due to the heat. 
 
    “Logan, we are in trouble,” Rax said. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, wondering if he was going to tell me I’d broken something. 
 
    “We must leave this place at once,” Rax said. 
 
    “Did I break any bones?” I whispered. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. Does it feel as if you did?” 
 
    I groaned as I sat up, feeling my ribs, testing my legs, arms, wrists and fingers. They all seemed to be in working order. 
 
    “Haste is required if we wish to survive,” Rax said. 
 
    “What do you sense?” 
 
    “Doom. The end of everything.” 
 
    I finally looked around, taking stock of my surroundings. It was nothing like the beautiful world I had left. Behind me was a giant black cliff. I could not tell what kind of rock, maybe burned granite. In the opposite direction, the sun was a bloated red giant as it sank into the horizon. The red sky…I blanched in horror. A vast cratered moon dominated it, filling half the hellish sky. Surely that meant the moon was much closer to us than on our Earth. Meteors rained down from the cracked moon, moving slower than seemed reasonable as they blazed fiery trails across the sky. 
 
    The ground trembled under me, as if one of the meteors had struck the surface at some distant locale and made it shake. 
 
    I had been on a Jurassic-like planet. Maybe this was an end-of-days world. If the world’s moon had spiraled closer throughout the eons, cracking, possibly splintering, the blazing, fiery meteors must be moon chunks falling to the planet’s surface. 
 
    “You said doom?” I asked shakily. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    I tried to gather my wits. The fall and the transfer to another world possibly hundreds of light-years away combined to disorient me. I had a glimmer of an idea how Nerelon Brontios must have felt a few moments ago. That had been him I’d seen, right? I shook my head. I needed to concentrate on the here and now. 
 
    “Do you detect any life in this place?” I asked Rax. 
 
    “I most certainly do. Creatures watch us from the cliff. Can you see any eyes?” 
 
    I twisted around to look up at the holes. I did not—oh, but I did see eyes. They glowed like hot coals, hungry little devils that lusted after my flesh. I shuddered. I had the feeling a deer might have when a pack of winter-starved wolves stumbled across it. 
 
    Even though my muscles were bruised and aching, I climbed to my feet. 
 
    “Which way should I go?” I asked. 
 
    “I suggest you get back to the portal so we can go elsewhere. The meteors might have already smashed the structure and destroyed the item we seek. This world is dying, along with everyone in it.” 
 
    I craned my neck, looking at the cliff top. It was far higher than I wanted to climb. I was surprised, frankly, that I’d survived the fall. Was the world’s gravity less here than Earth’s? 
 
    “Since we’re already here,” I said. “Let’s find the next piece to the super-weapon.” 
 
    “Move away from the cliff until you can get a better picture of its surroundings,” Rax suggested. “See if there is a back path leading up to the portal.” 
 
    I glanced at the sinking sun. “Will the creatures in the cliff come out once it’s dark?” 
 
    “Or you could scale the cliff directly if you dare,” Rax said, ignoring my question. “You must decide now if you hope to escape this world. There is no help for us here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, slinging the Polarion rifle and duffel bag over my shoulder. They had slipped off during my drop. I checked the waist pack next—it was still secure—and began trudging away from the cliff. I wasn’t able to jump like a grasshopper with incredible bounds, so I no longer thought this world had less gravity than Earth. But some property was at work so the meteors fell slower, and my impact had done less damage to me than it should have. 
 
    More meteors blazed across the burnt-colored sky. Would they provide me light at night like the moons on the pristine planet? Heck, the gigantic moon would shine and illuminate this doom world just fine. 
 
    I trudged faster across the burning sand. I could feel the heat of it through the soles of my boots. I sweated and knew I needed water. It was a good thing I’d drunk as much as I had on the other planet. 
 
    The ground trembled worse than before. 
 
    “What’s causing the shaking?” I asked. 
 
    “The obvious,” Rax replied. 
 
    “Meteors striking the surface?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    I nodded, studying the red sky, the falling fireballs. “Why would Polarions build a portal to such a place?” 
 
    “Clearly, back then, it was not in the process of being destroyed.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Polarions be able to calculate the future event?” 
 
    “Logan, haste is in order.” 
 
    “Just a second, Rax. What are we looking for this time?” 
 
    “A way to escape this place.” 
 
    “No. I have the Prometheus Stone. What’s the next component of the super-science weapon?” 
 
    “The Celestial Cybernetic Circuit,” Rax said. “It has the size and shape of a human hearing aid, although there is nothing I know of that is more complex and sophisticated.” 
 
    “Is it in a temple?” 
 
    “A vault, I should think.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. 
 
    I looked up as the mother of all meteors blazed across the burnt sky. I could feel the bastard’s heat, and I swear I could hear the roar of its passage. The fireball was horrific, terrible, majestic and beautiful all at once. I shivered and wondered if this was Earth’s eventual fate. Would all the works of man disappear in a fiery holocaust of destruction from the moon? What was the point of existence if this was how it all ended? Was a man’s nature to eat, drink and screw all the days of his life and have it mean not a damn thing? 
 
    I wasn’t normally a downer kind of guy, but watching that enormous meteor blaze its way across the doom-laden red sky made one think. I dearly wanted off this world. I wanted to go home. I wanted to eat hamburgers again, drink beer and kick my feet up as I watched a good movie on the internet. I wanted to find a girl, a sweet girl that smiled at me because she loved me. 
 
    I trudged, looked back and saw the cliff and its surroundings. There was a way back up if I went around to the left. There was also a dilapidated seven-story metal building with empty windows. I could not spy a door and wondered if more of the steel building was buried under black sand. 
 
    “Listen, Rax. This is a grim place. It looks like it was civilized once, but everything seems like it has already gone through the apocalypse.” 
 
    “Apt and poetic,” Rax said. 
 
    “But…where would we go if I went through the portal? Didn’t you tell me the Great Machine blocks portal transfers to Earth?” 
 
    “Mostly that is true. We used a chronowarp once to reach a place in another dimension to a gate to the Eshom world.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “We lack a chronowarp, which was really a way to nullify the effects of the Great Machine.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” I said. “Can we step through the portal and get back to Earth?” 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “Could we activate the portal to go anywhere else?” 
 
    “Clever, Logan, very clever. No. We need the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit to activate it, or so I believe. Ah. I have accessed an old memory. The building you saw is the guardian tower to the vault.” 
 
    “Vault as in underground?” 
 
    “Logically deduced; you are correct.” 
 
    “Okay. Where is the entrance to the vault?” 
 
    “The guardian tower is the key.” 
 
    I looked up at the fiery sky, the meteors crisscrossing everywhere. 
 
    “This is most incredible,” Rax said. “I have made a quick scan. According to it, the vault entrance is behind the portal. There have been earthquakes, as the guardian tower once soared above the vault entrance and portal. They have changed places, the land rising and falling.” 
 
    “The metal building looks intact.” 
 
    “It was vastly taller once, I assure you. Something is seriously wrong on this world.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, spinning around, heading back the way I had come. “We’re going to the portal, but first we’ll have to pass the remnant of the guardian tower so we can go left of the cliff.” 
 
    “Dangerous but considering our alternatives reasonable.” 
 
    I looked at the cliff top and could barely make out the portal, the ancient arch of stone. There was a flickering blue glow from it. 
 
    “Do you sense that?” I asked. 
 
    “Since I am not a mind reader, I do not know what you are referring to.” 
 
    “I can see the portal and some flickering blue.” 
 
    “Oh, interesting indeed,” Rax said. “I should have detected that. Maybe the Prometheus Stone is still playing havoc with my sensors. I will attempt another concentrated scan. Maybe someone else is coming through.” 
 
    I looked skyward as Rax did. The great fireball I’d seen earlier seemed awfully close now. Worse than that, it seemed as if the fireball was heading directly for us. 
 
    “Uh…Rax,” I said. 
 
    “Logan, please, I am in the middle of delicate analysis, having to make adjustments for the proximity of the Prometheus Stone.” 
 
    “Scan upward,” I said, holding Rax high. “What do you make of that fireball?” 
 
    Rax said nothing for several seconds, until, “Run, Logan! The fireball is falling directly for us.” 
 
    “Run?” I asked. “How am I supposed to outrun a meteor? If it hits anywhere near here, we’re dead.” 
 
    Rax must have contemplated that, finally saying, “Yes. You are correct.” 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered. “You mean that’s it?” 
 
    I certainly did not want to be correct. As I stared at the meteor, I remembered a dream I’d had before. In the dream, I was in a giant plaza full of frightened people. We all knew that a nuclear-tipped ballistic missile was coming. In the dream, I told people to relax, as there was nothing we could do about it. 
 
    I exhaled. I was living the dream. That wasn’t a nuke coming down, but it was the end of me, and there was nowhere I could run in time to escape it. 
 
    “I cannot believe this,” Rax said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The meteor is moving far too slowly.” 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted. “That’s what I’ve been thinking. What’s causing the different fall rates?” 
 
    “If it were a meteor on Earth, it should have struck the surface by now.” 
 
    “Right. What does that all mean?” 
 
    “That you should run, Logan, and see if you can reach the portal in time. There are odd properties at work here that I do not understand. I also cannot fathom why the portal is semi-activated and why no one is coming through.” 
 
    “Run?” I asked. 
 
    “That is what I said. As fast as you can up to the portal.” 
 
    I looked up one more time. Then, I lowered my head and broke into a steady trot, as I would not be able to sprint for long with the hot air coming into my lungs nor plowing through all this sand. I needed some water, and after a hundred yards, I wondered if I should shed the rifle, duffel bag and waist pack. 
 
    After two hundred yards, I threw the Polarion rifle down, dug out the box holder and undid the waist pack, dropping it to the sand. 
 
    After another hundred yards, Rax said, “Logan! I have made a terrible error. You must turn back, and get the waist pack and rifle as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Why?” I panted. 
 
    “Because it is the only way we shall succeed,” Rax said. 
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    I didn’t want to turn around, but I trusted the little sentient crystal from Rax Prime. We had been through a lot together. We bickered sometimes, but he had a good—I was going to say a good heart. But he clearly didn’t have one. I didn’t really know how Rax did the things he did. At this point, I didn’t care. But it would have been good to know how he sensed things, how he controlled alien machines through his wireless connection. 
 
    I skidded to a halt, dared to look up at the fireball—it did look bigger, a hell of a lot bigger than the last time I’d checked. 
 
    I sprinted back for the waist pack. It had a few worthless items and the belt he’d told me to leave behind in the asteroid-station storage locker. That seemed like a lifetime ago now. After scooping up the waist pack and duffel bag, I raced to the rifle, but didn’t see it right away. 
 
    A hot wind had been blowing, and it had already erased my tracks. 
 
    “Rax!” I shouted. “Where’s the rifle?” 
 
    “Two meters to your left.” 
 
    I turned and started in that direction and finally got on my hands and knees—there it was. I picked it up, slinging the strap over my shoulder. 
 
    “I have them,” I yelled. 
 
    “Put on the Polarion belt,” Rax said. “It has a control unit in place of a belt buckle.” 
 
    The belt was heavier than it looked, with round discs in various places and a set of buttons on a round silver buckle. 
 
    “What is this thing that’s it’s so important?” 
 
    “A null-gravity belt,” Rax said. 
 
    “What the heck?” I shouted. “You mean I can fly with it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You mean I needn’t have trekked through the damn dinosaur jungle if I’d been using this?” 
 
    “If you had used the null-G belt in the last world, the Sliths likely would have killed you in the air.” 
 
    He had a point. Still, I could have worn this and sailed down to the ground instead of plunging from the ornithopter in a pod. 
 
    “How does it work?” I asked grumpily. 
 
    He began explaining. It sounded complicated, and with all his warnings about it, dangerous to use. 
 
    “You mean I can crash while wearing this?” I asked. 
 
    “Break your neck or other vital bones.” 
 
    I looked up at the fireball. The heat from it had become quite noticeable. The roar was starting to become deafening. I’d had to hold Rax against one of my ears to hear his final instructions. 
 
    “One last thing,” he said. “You must avoid the guardian building if you can. I should have foreseen this. Guardian creatures live there and I believe they have technological weapons that could do you harm. It’s possible they know we are here.” 
 
    “It’s always something,” I muttered. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “The question is, are you?” 
 
    I nodded, and on second thought, slid the rifle strap off and slung it and the box crossways on my back. I didn’t want the rifle or Prometheus stone slipping off while I was flying. 
 
    I heard a noise and realized Rax was shouting at me. 
 
    I placed him against my right ear. “If the portal loses the blue glow, that means it is deactivated. You must enter the threshold before that happens. We will not have longer—” 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest because I tucked him in my belt. I wanted the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit. I didn’t just want to survive for a few days, but find the parts I needed to make the weapon that would defeat Nerelon Brontios and save Earth. 
 
    I looked at the cliff top. The blue in the portal flickering was less than before. If the fireball hit, nothing would matter. I doubted that even the ancient portal would survive a meteor strike. Could I race down into the vault and find the CCC in time? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. I mumbled a short prayer and began to activate the Polarion null-gravity belt. 
 
    At first, I felt lighter. Then, my feet left the hot black sand. I shouted, fiddled with the belt—and shot skyward at an alarming rate. That nearly proved my undoing. I touched controls, tipped over headfirst and began falling toward the black sand. 
 
    For two heartbeats, I thought it was over. I was going to break my neck before I got the hang of this. But I felt lighter again as I pressed a control and stopped upside-down three feet above the hot black sand. 
 
    That was not fun a feeling, let me tell you. 
 
    By degrees, I righted myself and started floating upward at a slower rate. I adjusted and began to move toward the cliff, not directly but to the left. Naturally, it seemed from here that I was on an intercept course for the half-buried metal tower. That was just great. 
 
    A light snapped on in a middle-story window. I would have liked the Polarion space helmet I’d worn before so I could have used zoom to see what was happening. It looked like a human shape moved in front of the light. Then, an object sped from the window at me. 
 
    “Shit!” I shouted, realizing a rocket-propelled grenade was heading for me. 
 
    I pressed a buckle control and dropped like a rock—I’d already gained some height. 
 
    I wasn’t looking closely enough, but something hissed over me. I was too busy attempting to regain control of the null-G belt to study the grenade. 
 
    Finally, I bobbed upward like a cork in the air. I was still headed for the half-buried building. As carefully as I could, I unlimbered my Polarion rifle. It was harder than it sounded. It’s amazing how much we take for granted being grounded. 
 
    As I neared the cliff and the half-buried metal tower to the left, I saw humanoids leaning out the widows. They were tall and manlike, but scaly like the basilisks. They had squished-in human faces. Most of the face was in one-third of the area as on a regular human face. 
 
    I was close all right, and I— 
 
    I did not fire. Instead, on inspiration, I raised my rifle with both hands over my head. I jerked it up and down several times, as I drifted nearer. 
 
    By now, I counted fifteen of them. Most of them cradled heavy-looking rocket launchers. I could not wipe out fifteen of the suckers before one of them blew me out of the sky. So, I practiced the subtle art of diplomacy, indicating my peaceful intent. 
 
    The humanoids watched me closely as I pointed the rifle at the ground and beamed it, turning black sand into black glass. 
 
    As quickly as I could, I re-slung the rifle strap across my torso. After that, I kept my hands on the belt’s buckle controls. I had to figure this thing out fast, or I would pass the portal and have to land far behind it, hoofing up to it using a roundabout path. 
 
    I did not think the fireball, slow as it was, was going to give me the needed time for that, especially if I was going to go down into a vault. 
 
    The meteor roar was deafening and the heat almost intolerable. It was a weird feeling, this world, the situation. I almost felt sorry for the guardians until the bastards started firing their rocket launchers at me again. 
 
    So much for my peaceful approach. 
 
    I tapped the buckle and shot upward like a rocket. The grenades whooshed past far below me. 
 
    I no longer had time to watch them. I tried several expedients, and finally, I shifted to the right. I cried out from the meteor heat, tapped a control and fell like a rock. I had to get down pronto. Far down there on the hill, the portal flickered and went blank. 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    Then, it flickered on again. 
 
    I swallowed, my ears popped, and the ground rushed up. I no longer noticed if any rocket-propelled grenades headed at me. Maybe the guardians no longer cared. Surely, they knew it was the end for them. 
 
    I concentrated on using the belt. With a jerk, my descent stopped, and I hung in the air. I tapped, lowering myself by fits and starts. 
 
    I heard nothing but the great and final roar of the approaching fireball. My skin felt prickly, worse than any sunburn I’d ever had. 
 
    With a final drop, I crumpled upon the ground behind the portal. I lay there panting, grimly hot and tired, feeling wasted inside and defeated. Slowly, I looked up. 
 
    A great metal trapdoor rose as if from the very ground. I saw a thin scaly hand on a handle on the bottom, pushing. He struggled to lift what must have been a heavy metal hatch. Finally, he passed a certain point, releasing it as the heavy metal door slammed down against the rocky ground. 
 
    In the glow of the great fireball, I saw a slender humanoid climb out from the vault. He moved closer until he stood over me, regarding me. The half-human was wearing a towering metal hat that came to a point and a smoldering leather coat. He was holding a round pulsating device like an out-of-control crystal ball. The device seemed to ray stuff into my mind. 
 
    I had an idea that maybe the CCC was inside the crystal ball. Yet, how had he known to bring it here? I wanted to get up and tear it out of his hands, but a terrible lethargy filled me. The half-human—he was a priest, I somehow realized—squatted before me. He pressed the pulsating sphere against my head. 
 
    “Do you hear me?” he asked. 
 
    “I do,” I said, or thought, realizing I hadn’t opened my mouth to speak. 
 
    “You are the cosmic-powered stranger, the one who flies but does not kill. You are the one spoken of in legend that will signal the end of life. I have a message for you.” 
 
    “You can’t possibly have a message for me.” 
 
    “You seek truth and justice, but someone has played you false.” 
 
    I thought of Ailuros. 
 
    “She is evil. My master taught her a bitter lesson once, long ago. He is gone now. You must be his knife. In order to defeat her and her allies, you must gain wisdom and understanding. You will never reach home unless you take the sphere and let it fill you with power.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “The last guardian priest,” he replied. “I have read the ancient prophecies. I know you are the one even though you are not of the race of the gods. You must take the sphere. It will guide you back to your world.” 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “I told you, you were foretold and passed the tests, and the proximity grenades did not kill you. That was a miracle.” 
 
    I imagine Rax had done that. 
 
    “It was a miracle,” the priest insisted. “This is the end of life, the end of my world, and you are the cosmic stranger. Take the sphere and let me finish my days, having done my duty.” 
 
    It felt surreal as I sat up and extended my hands. He placed the pulsating ball in my palms, closed my fingers around it with his and backed away toward the vault entrance. 
 
    As he released the sphere, I arched in agony as light, pain, joy and inky darkness exploded in my mind. I could not move, as levers seemed to click in my mind. Pathways blossomed into existence, and it felt as if my fingers were welded to the sphere. My mind fused in some terrible fashion, in some invisible way like an electronic connection. Ideas flowed into me, new thoughts sped into my mind. I became enraptured at this, so much so that I failed to hear Rax warning me of dire consequences from his place on my belt. 
 
    I realized my old ways of thought were slow and mundane. The— 
 
    I cocked my head even as I strove to reconnect my mind to my optic nerves. I could spend a lifetime simply thinking, absorbed with my inner thoughts. Yet, I remembered that I was also a physical entity. I could die if I remained here, on this world, too long. 
 
    Ah. I spied black sand around me. I looked up. The fireball was almost here. Yes. Doom had come to this world.  
 
    I climbed to my feet. That took unbelievable concentration. I wanted to retreat within my innermost thoughts. A deadening lethargy filled me. 
 
    I saw the problem, naturally, and made swift adjustments. 
 
    With the pulsating sphere in my hands—I knew it held the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit—I eyed the null-G belt around my waist. It was almost as if I had X-ray vision. There was a foreign unit in there, a meta-dimensional quantum portal randomizer. 
 
    How did I know that? And how did I know it was set to go off this time? 
 
    I stared at the pulsating ball in my hands—the CCC holder. The cybernetic circuit held the guiding program and systems to fire the Ultimate Annihilator. 
 
    That was the super-science weapon’s name. But I would never use the annihilator if I couldn’t leave this world in time. That meant I had to concentrate on present reality. 
 
    I used my eyes—the fireball! 
 
    With the fiery meteor nearly here, I did not have time to physically extract the meta-dimensional quantum portal randomizer. Instead, while holding the sphere in one hand, I unbuckled the null-G belt with the other, letting the traitorous belt drop to the sand. 
 
    At that point, I hunched my shoulders, as I heard the fireball roar overhead as it descended. I’d reconnected my mind to my ears, wanting that sense as well. 
 
    Like a sleepwalker, holding the pulsating sphere before me, I headed to the front of the portal. The flickering from there was diminished, the blue almost invisible. 
 
    I could hardly breathe, as the fiery air hurt my mouth, throat and lungs. My hair must have started charring, because the stink was awful. I walked serenely just the same until I studied the flickering, swirling blue in the portal. For the first time I understood the properties under which it worked, how to activate and guide it. I lowered my head and thought harder than I ever had. Earth was far, far away from here. It seemed like an impossible distance. I concentrated, activating unseen portal controls. Doing it like this hurt my brain. It was like the worst math test I’d ever taken, times ten. Some controls seemed frozen. 
 
    I grunted, and the pulsating sphere began to beat in time to my heart, using me to power the CCC. I coughed, added a variable, subtracted several paths and walked slowly into the portal— 
 
    To trip and plunge out on the other side, falling on my face. I still gripped the pulsating sphere, it was under me, and because of my lethargy, I might have lain on the hot sand and cried in misery, but it was too damn hot for that. I scrambled up, thought a second—the vault trapdoor had shut—and walked around to the front of the portal again. Had I entered it during a flicker moment? 
 
    Mentally recalibrating the portal took a moment. Ah, I saw a possible error. The pulsating ball almost blinded me at that point because it glowed so brightly, and my pounding headache was making it hard to think straight. 
 
    It felt as if my skin was on fire as the fireball’s roar broke through my concentration. The impact was only seconds away. Smoke billowed from the sand around me. 
 
    I stepped into the portal, and with a sigh of relief, I felt the disorientation I had come to expect. Unfortunately, that only lasted a second. Because of the pulsating sphere, I saw what transpired around me in a fundamental manner. In effect, time slowed to almost nothing so I could perceive what occurred, using the CCC to do so. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -39- 
 
      
 
    How does one go about explaining meta-quantum portal tube-dynamics to mere level two intellects? The laws governing the portal linkages and usages were ultra-complex. Despite that, I understood now how the Polarions and others had built the ancient constructs, how they could cross vast reaches and even into other dimensions, if the conditions were right. 
 
    With the direct, mental link to the CCC, my knowledge widened and deepened to an astonishing degree. Through the pulsating sphere, which beat in time to my heart—using my electro-energy to power the CCC—I could also sense what was happening around me in this ethereal realm. 
 
    There were lanes, subways, hidden routes and rifts—it was bewildering and awe-inspiring to contemplate. Instead of merely tumbling willy-nilly through the ethereal realm, I could shift into different eddies and sub-currents the way a skilled skydiver could control the direction of his fall. 
 
    Using the CCC and the slowing of time, I zipped toward my distant Earth. As I had said before, it was far away in light-years from the doom world. I was starting to get the hang of things when a terrific shudder struck me from behind. 
 
    I instantly recognized that this was a meta-quantum tube-dynamic blast, an ethereal shockwave that picked me up and propelled me at horrific velocity. 
 
    Surely, the directed fireball had finally landed on the doom world. The impact must have destroyed the ancient structure, and that destruction had begun a chain-reaction of dreadful portal mechanics. 
 
    I had surfed before, and there had been one time a towering wave had picked up my board and rocketed us toward shore. I had balanced on the board with everything in me, afraid that if I fell, the roaring wave would dash me against the bottom sand and crush me into smithereens. Later, while drinking beer, I had decided that that had been the surfing ride of my life. 
 
    Today, in a different realm and with a different board—the CCC inside the sphere—I hurtled down the portal lanes, riding and shifting as never before. The device helped me make fantastic calculations, guiding me as the priest had suggested. I passed many possibilities as I hurtled toward Earth. I felt hot and cold, tall and tiny, as if a dreadful force tore me into particles and then remade me heavier than neutroium armor. The sensation of a vast distance pervaded my being as I traveled for dear old Earth. 
 
    At the moment, due to the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit, I had a perfect sense of the passage of time. But it was hard to grasp mentally for long. It seemed like an eternity now, as if I traveled from one side of the galaxy to the other, from a single dimensional realm past thousands of others. In that moment, I had become the Flying Dutchman of the meta-quantum tube-dynamic lines. 
 
    The shudder, the ethereal shock wave smashed through other portal exits. I realized a failsafe should have turned off the doom world’s portal, but the failsafe had failed. Now, many portals in many places would expel the fireball’s dreadful impact energy. 
 
    Due to the CCC, I also realized that like a sniper’s bullet in real time, I headed straight for a barrier that was the result of the Great Machine. Sand had strengthened the barrier. I knew because of the CCC. I also knew that I would smash against the barrier and die like a bug on the windshield of a speeding Harley Davidson motorcycle. 
 
    Thus, I surfed the ethereal tidal wave, sinking back on it as it were. I needed the shock wave to smash the barrier for me. I would slip through a crack in the barrier, hoping one developed, in any case. 
 
    As I did this—the CCC through me, really—I saw a strange and ominous thing. It was an oval object: a portal carrier. Inside the portal carrier were Gigantopithecuses, and Ailuros! 
 
    I didn’t know if she was a captive or not. I did—I strained in this speeded time. And I recognized the signature of a fellow Ultimate Annihilator part. Ailuros and Nerelon’s pets had gathered the third and final piece, lacking only the shell of the weapon itself. 
 
    I realized several things at once, even though I can only describe them one at a time. I had mentally melded with the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit because of the proximity of the Prometheus Stone. I could speak for the CCC, even though I was not technically it. I saw the brilliance of the former Polarion ruler of the doom world, how she had calculated future events. She had erred in several of her calculations— 
 
    None of that mattered at this moment. Instead, I analyzed at bewildering speeds, recognizing so many variables at once that I cannot articulate them in level two thinking. I had a choice of how to do this and chose the one with the highest probability. It would entail awful risks on my part and possible death. But I was the Probationary Associate Galactic Guard candidate. This was my jurisdiction, my responsibility and my home, damn it. I would have to take a chance on Jenna— 
 
    I recognized her life-sign signature on Earth. I would have to send Rax to her. 
 
    Ailuros in the oval carrier had found the third piece, the Odin Lens or the Baleygr Orb. In Old Norse that meant, “The one with the flaming eye.” 
 
    Did the oval carrier’s nearness to the barrier at this precise time have anything to do with the shock wave from the doom world? 
 
    I gave that a high probability. 
 
    The wave hit the Great Machine’s barrier. I thought to hear the grind of a thousand gears. A Polarion ray from the carrier also struck the barrier. Like me, the oval carrier had strange properties to operate in this realm at heightened speeds. 
 
    The wave and ray made a breach in the barrier, and the oval carrier went through, disappearing from the ethereal tube-lane. 
 
    I could no longer hold back. At terrific portal velocity, I headed for the closing breach. 
 
    In those cosmic fractions of seconds, I came up with a complex plan of action against my enemies. I would not remember the plan when I shrank to my normal level-two intellect—I knew this, and had, I believed, already calculated for it. I would lose my fantastic brilliance in less than microseconds. With my momentary augmented intellect, I set up and foresaw countless things. Could my old, unintelligent self be able to trust this brilliance later? I guess I would find out. 
 
    With the plan in place, I started setting the conditions. I took the box holding the Prometheus Stone and hurled it ahead, timing it for a precise location on Earth. Then, I grabbed Rax, doing to him what Argon had done before, and hurled him ahead, sending him, hopefully, to Jenna of CAU. Lastly, I took the pulsating sphere holding the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit, throwing it ahead to a place Jenna would find in time. 
 
    With the CCC’s absence, the great breadth of higher knowledge and understanding began dissipating at once. I zipped through the collapsing breach, and then my understanding of this realm vanished. 
 
    Before I could reach good old Earth, I must have lost consciousness, for I did not recall slowing down enough to exit an Earth-situated portal. I went inert before I could complete what I had set out to do… 
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    By slow degrees, I became aware that I was no longer drifting in the ethereal, malleable realm that lay between the portals. I might have known what that region was called while connected to the CCC. That knowledge had dissipated. I was simply Logan again, a slightly enhanced, former U.S. Marine with delusions of semi-Galactic Guard status, one who guarded his planet against all alien comers. If I had spoken arrogantly while united with the CCC, I apologize for it. 
 
    A terrible weariness filled me. The CCC that had helped guide me home had supped from my energies and from the Prometheus Stone. The two worlds I’d walked had also taken their toll. My time on the hidden Asteroid Belt station had been grueling as well. 
 
    I realized that I was lying on a polished floor. That floor trembled ever so slightly as a distant noise—The Great Machine! I must have indeed reached Earth coming in through a portal deep in the subterranean realm under Utah and parts of Nevada. Here, the Great Machine labored to protect the planet and galaxy against the Shadow Dimension. Here, too, Sand ruled with his ubiquitous nine-foot robots. Maybe I could explain to him what was going on and gain his aid. 
 
    At the moment, I lay in the dark, exhausted physically, mentally and spiritually. I had been through the ringer, as they used to say. I had taken a long detour to reach home. Had Jenna and the others successfully made it back? 
 
    Wait a minute. I had seen Jenna on Earth, hadn’t I? I had done something, although I couldn’t quite remember what. 
 
    I wanted to ask Rax some questions, but I was too damn tired. I almost groaned because my spine hurt and muscles felt twisted and spent, but my sixth sense warned me to remain quiet. 
 
    I tried opening my eyes but realized they had already been open. It was pitch-dark, adding to my certainty that I was deep underground…and in a building or edifice. The air wasn’t stale, but…I heard marching, those wearing boots as if from the other side of a wall or heavy door. 
 
    “Rax?” I whispered. 
 
    He did not answer. 
 
    “Rax, are you awake?” 
 
    There was no reply. Perhaps the long journey to our Earth had stunned him. 
 
    I tried shifting my position and almost cried out at the sharp pains in my muscles. I’d played football in my youth, and had felt similar pains after a hard, pounding battle of crashing against others during a football game. This felt many times worse. 
 
    A heavy door opened into the chamber, admitting diffuse light, but to my dark-adjusted eyes, it was blindingly bright. I also heard the mechanical laboring of the Great Machine. I remembered that sound from when I had been trying to stop Lord Beran of the Antares Institute. 
 
    I groaned when I turned my head—moving my neck muscles—and squeezed my eyes shut. The pain—I had to ignore it. I had to accustom myself to the light. If these were Sand’s robots— 
 
    Although it was agony, I brought a hand before my eyes and allowed a crack between my fingers. Then, I slowly opened my eyes. My reward was a pounding, spiking headache.  
 
    So be it. 
 
    I concentrated, hearing apish speech. I had the feeling they must have been talking for some time. I hated the gibberish on a primordial level, and seemed to have heard it before. Oh, of course, of course, I’d been facing Gigantopithecuses for some time. Why had I momentarily forgotten? 
 
    Someone threw switches that caused whomp sounds. Illumination grew from overhead lamps. They had to be fifty feet above me. Just how big was the chamber? 
 
    I spied bulky, silent machines around me. I looked down a lane. Beyond an open area floor, maybe fifty feet across, was a great stone portal, a semicircle of inert stone. Beside the portal were more machines and giant wall screens. 
 
    If I were to guess, I had hurtled out of the portal and slid across the floor to stop back here among the biggest machines. 
 
    I could not see the open door or the people marching and grunting at each other, as the machines I lay amongst blocked them from sight. 
 
    With the greater light, I regarded myself, seeing that I was wearing tatters and no longer possessed the Polarion rifle. I imagine it had ripped away at some point in the odyssey. Despite the agony to my shoulders, I reached down and felt the waist pack. To my horror and shock, Rax was not in it. I kept feeling around, but he was quite gone. 
 
    Had I lost Rax while journeying through the portals? 
 
    I kept feeling the waist pack. I had Ailuros’s former dainty blaster and a dagger I’d gotten somewhere during my journeys. 
 
    With an intense effort of will—making the headache pound worse, putting splotches before my eyes—I rolled over and struggled up to my hands and knees. I panted and gagged, doing so as softly as I could. I heaved and vomited gruel onto the polished floor, feeling prickling sweat slick me. 
 
    I wiped my mouth, panted more and waited to see if I would vomit again. When I didn’t, I began to crawl down the lane until coming to the front machine. 
 
    The ape grunts grew more insistent. I also heard slaps, the crack of bone and thumps. I waited. There were more grunts and then a normal groan of pain. 
 
    Before I could ease around to look over the situation, the machines around me began to hum. After a moment, I realized the hums drowned out the grunts and slaps. That should also drown me out to them. 
 
    I used the machine’s side for support, working to a standing position. Sweat bathed me. My mouth had become bone dry. I had to be dehydrated. Even so, I was upright, leaning against the vibrating machine. 
 
    Sliding along its edge, I peered around it. The glow from the activated portal mingled with the overhead lights, giving me excellent illumination. 
 
    I shuddered upon spying three huge Gigantopithecuses. They held sparking shock batons, occasionally touching a man writhing on the floor, zapping him. 
 
    I recognized the Polarion, Argon. He looked as I’d seen him before in Greenland. He was big, white-haired and obviously well built in his silver-colored, skintight uniform. He was ancient, a superman of sorts. He did not seem like a superman right now, as the giant apes shocked the crap out of him, making him twist and writhe. 
 
    I had heard slapping and beating, the crack of bones. I craned out just a little, seeing two more people, possibly Polarions. They did not move, but lay on the floor as if dead. Ah. A pool of blood leaked from each cracked skull, telling me I was right about them being dead. Those two had white robes with blue lines around the waist. 
 
    The apes grunted as they gibbered to each other. 
 
    Argon closed his eyes, panting and sweating. I noticed a black band around his head and black bands around his wrists. Did they nullify some of his godlike powers? Was that why Gigantopithecuses could use him so cruelly? 
 
    Was I going to just stand here and watch them torture and kill Argon? Why was he whole again? Might he have gone through the Synthesizer on the Asteroid station? What were the giant apes doing down here in Sand’s realm, anyway? Had Nerelon Brontios taken over down here? Had Nerelon destroyed all of Sand’s robots? 
 
    I dug in my waist pack and pulled out the blaster. I hoped it still worked after all my portal journeys. 
 
    I wasn’t in any shape to fight, but the Gigantopithecuses would likely find me in time anyway. And if I could free Argon, maybe we could work together and figure something out. Thus, as I leaned against the humming machine, I set the blaster on high, targeted the first great ape and squeezed the trigger… 
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    A concentrated milky beam shot out of the blaster. At full power, the beam struck the back of the nearest Gigantopithecus. He was a big sucker like all of them. He roared, throwing up his huge arms, staggered and then collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    I retargeted, beaming the next until he, too, dropped. 
 
    The last one turned ponderously as he adjusted his shock baton, aiming it at me. A sizzling line leapt from the tip and struck my blaster. 
 
    Instinctively, I hurled the red-hot weapon at him. For its small size, the blaster still had heft, and thus sailed at him. 
 
    At that point, the sizzling line struck me. I’d been in agony earlier, but now pain as I’d never known surged through my body. I collapsed onto the floor, shouting at the top of my voice. An explosion somewhere—the agony quit as I lay panting. I never wanted to feel such pain again. That meant I should beg and plead with the great apes— 
 
    Anger washed over me—the hell with that! It was time to renew the attack. From where I lay, I raised my head. 
 
    The three massive apes were on the floor, the one likely blown down from the exploded blaster. One groaned and began to stir and struggle upright. The other two lay dead. 
 
    I had a choice. Risk everything and possibly face the pain again or—I scrambled upright before I realized I’d chosen. The knife was in my right hand. I stumbled and staggered toward the stirring Gigantopithecus. He seemed much more sluggish than I was. Maybe he saw me coming. He was many times my size, but maybe there was something on my face—payback for killing Debby! 
 
    He stretched a huge hairy arm for his shock baton. The long, thick simian hand clutched it. He rolled to his side, eyed me, raised his baton— 
 
    I drew my arm back to throw the knife. Before I could, Argon roared as if he was berserk and launched himself at the Gigantopithecus. As the baton hummed and began sparking, the majestic Polarion crashed against it and absorbed the full brunt of the discharge. 
 
    That enraged and emboldened me. My staggering stumble lengthened into a half sprint. I was unsteady, but getting more determined by the second. 
 
    The baton-wielding ape jerked his shock rod out from the stiffened body of the curled Argon. 
 
    I was sprinting now, straining to reach the ape. The Gigantopithecus seemed stunned as he stared at Argon. Then, within the time of a blink, the giant ape must have realized I was coming for him. He aimed the baton toward me and did something, but nothing happened. 
 
    The giant ape seemed peeved, shook the baton and dropped it, reaching for another. 
 
    I reached him before he could crawl far enough, and I threw myself at him. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus was massive, many times my size and normally far, far stronger. I had an equalizer—a knife—and had taken combat knife training in the Marines. He swung at me, and might have finished the fight right there if he had connected. I slipped past the monstrous moving fist, snaked the blade in and sawed at his throat. He tried to grab me, screamed— 
 
    Ape blood gushed, soaking me. 
 
    As he sagged, I wriggled free just in time. He began thrashing, his death throes, I presume. If he’d gotten hold of me even in the end, I doubt I would have survived his crushing grip. 
 
    In truth, I had just been lucky, taking on a creature that could surely outwrestle an enraged grizzly bear. 
 
    I wiped blood out of my eyes, studying the other two. They were dead indeed, so I didn’t have to cut their throats, too. 
 
    Argon opened bleary, bloodshot eyes. He was still alive. I had thought he was dead. He couldn’t move, but he stared at me. 
 
    I managed a smile. It must have been a ghastly sight. Yet, Argon nodded ever so faintly, seemingly relieved. 
 
    I swayed as a final exhaustion swept over me. The fight and baton shocks had taken everything I had left to give. The knife clattered onto the polished floor. I retched once again, although nothing came up. 
 
    Before I fainted and maybe broke some teeth because I couldn’t close my mouth in time, I carefully lowered myself to the floor, stretched out and shut my eyes. 
 
    I hoped to heck Argon woke up first. Then, I no longer had any thoughts on the matter, as a blackness descended over me and I conked out cold. 
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    This coming to in a strange place was getting old. I shifted and sensed that I was floating somewhere. I inhaled and exhaled, hearing bubbles around me. 
 
    That was too much. I opened my eyes and found myself in an aquarium the size of a small room. I wore a helmet-like mask over my face, one with a glass visor so I could see out. A tube was attached to the helmet-mask. With my gaze, I followed the tube as it snaked out of the aquarium to an outer machine. 
 
    I inhaled again, tasting good clean oxygen. This was a breathing tube. 
 
    I examined myself, finding that I was floating and that I was stark naked. There were scars on my torso, arms and legs that I did not recognize. Maybe the Gigantopithecus had wounded me earlier during our fight. There was nothing else in the aquarium with me. I craned my head, looking up. A cover was in place. I couldn’t possibly swim to the top and climb out. 
 
    A feeling of claustrophobia struck, but through an effort of will, I restrained it. 
 
    The water was warm, and I had a feeling it contained some sort of healing property. I didn’t feel hungry or thirsty— 
 
    An outside door slid up and a blue-robed man who I took for a Polarion walked into the larger chamber holding the aquarium. He was a black-bearded individual, a big humanoid with a bald pate. He had a slate in his large hands as he walked toward the aquarium. 
 
    I squirmed, moving my arms, trying to signal him. 
 
    He noticed, raised bushy black eyebrows and marched up to the glass. He used a stylus to mark the slate, glanced at a panel attached to the aquarium and activated something on it. 
 
    I heard a crackle in my ears, and the man spoke alien words. 
 
    My heart sank, because this was supposed to be Sand’s kingdom. Why did the man—the Polarion—speak this alien gibberish to me? 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    He cocked his head, frowning at me. He spoke into the panel again, and more gibberish sounded in the earphones embedded in my helmet-mask. This went on for twenty minutes, the style of his gibberish changing each time. I understood nothing he said. 
 
    Finally, his shoulders deflated. He set the slate against the aquarium and walked to the side. He rolled a table-sized machine to the aquarium until it bumped against the glass. 
 
    The black-bearded Polarion crouched at the machine, making adjustments until finally he stood and pressed a switch. 
 
    I felt the vibration and wondered if he was about to shock me. The vibration increased, and the water around me stirred. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I shouted. 
 
    He did not look up. 
 
    The vibration increased even more, and I felt pressure against my head. 
 
    I closed my eyes, breathing heavily. Maybe I should just tear the mask from my face. I would force the joker to free me or let me drown. Yet, maybe he would restrain my arms next time and plop me back into the pool. 
 
    The water stirred more, and the pressure against my head increased. 
 
    I opened my eyes to glare at him but found that he had left. For the next hour, hour and a half maybe, I endured the pressure. My head started hurting, and a vile taste made me want to tear off the mask and drink water.  
 
    Why was he torturing me? I didn’t know his language. Was that a criminal offense? 
 
    He came back at the end of the time, studied me, checked his slate and smiled faintly. He turned off the machine. 
 
    The vibrations quit on the instant. 
 
    I sagged with relief, still floating, still trapped in the aquarium. 
 
    The black-bearded Polarion approached the panel, speaking into it again. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I heard from the headphones. 
 
    I hesitated answering. What was the right thing to say? 
 
    His slight smile disappeared as he watched me. 
 
    “Uh, I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    He immediately brightened, leaning near the panel again. “I’m sorry for having to use the translator unit. I’m told it’s an uncomfortable experience. I could not communicate with you, though, and dearly wish to do so.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said. 
 
    “You didn’t understand any of the known languages. Thus, I had to translate directly from your cerebral cortex.” 
 
    “You scanned my brain to learn English?” 
 
    “Essentially correct,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. Something is off. Did you kill Sand?” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Did you destroy Sand?” 
 
    “Sand, as in the particles on a beach?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Sand, the robot defender of the Great Machine.” 
 
    The big Polarion stared at me. “Either you are being clever, feigning ignorance, or there is something terribly amiss afoot.” 
 
    “You don’t know who Sand is?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you know Argon?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He was lying. I was certain. He had to be Nerelon Brontios or one of his assistants. This was some kind of elaborate trick.  
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re not a Polarion?” I asked. 
 
    “A god?” he asked. “By no means.” 
 
    “No, not a god. Oh, is that what your thingamajig translates Polarion into?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean, but I think the answer is yes.” 
 
    “Am I on Earth?” 
 
    “Essentially,” he said. 
 
    “Am I inside the Earth or underground?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. That is correct.” 
 
    “Okay. You’re not a Polarion, right?” 
 
    “That is correct. I’m just a man.” 
 
    “And your name is…?” 
 
    “Unimportant at this moment,” he said. He studied his slate, nodding afterward, looking up at me again. “You have taken grave injuries and absorbed an abundance of Q-rays.” 
 
    “What the heck are those?” 
 
    “If you don’t know, my explaining won’t help you. You are in the bath so I can save your life. I am, of course, quite grateful for your aid against the Gigantopithecuses.” 
 
    I shook my head. This wasn’t making any sense. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “One last thing. How did you get here?” 
 
    “Ah, I used the portal,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “What happened to the others?” 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    He looked away, sighed and finally shrugged. “I don’t think we’re tracking yet. I will have to apply the machine a little longer.” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t,” I said, trying not to sound desperate. 
 
    “I know. But this is for the best.” 
 
    With that, he turned on the machine, causing the water to vibrate and my head to start hurting again. If I didn’t know better, I would say he was torturing me but trying to get me to believe otherwise. 
 
    At that point, my first hallucination started. 
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    Did I say hallucination? I must have been mistaken. In fact, everything that had happened to me must have been wrong. My head hurt. My thinking about things changed. I was in an aquarium and yet…and yet…it felt as if I was walking outside it. 
 
    There were brief periods, certainly, where I felt as if the blue-robed—he called himself the Magistrate so I might as well use the same title. I felt as if he was attempting to trick me. He used a machine to break my mind. He fed me hallucinations— 
 
    No, no, there were no hallucinations. What I had been going through were the hallucinations. I had not gone to different worlds, but parallel Earths in different dimensions in the multiverse. That did not sound right, at first. But the Magistrate kept explaining and upping the voltage of the hallucination machine.  
 
    Oh no, I think I’m beginning to sound crazy. I tried to fight these strange thoughts and ideas that were so at odds with my portal travels. Surely, the Polarion attempting to break my mind was indeed Nerelon Brontios. He wanted to know what I had done. He must yearn for the Prometheus Stone and Celestial Cybernetic Circuit. I think he already had the Odin Eye. One time, he asked about Argon. So, I think the Polarion who had aided me in the past had managed to escape. 
 
    But…that wasn’t reality. The machine vibrating the aquarium water helped break me of those strange illusions. The Magistrate finally released me and showed me around his underground realm, which was so like Sand’s underground realm beneath Utah and Nevada. 
 
    If I sound disjointed…well, never mind. I wasn’t crazy. I’d needed help. That’s all. Let me put it like this. 
 
    I spent two weeks with the Magistrate, as the big black-bearded man styled himself. He ruled his other-dimensional Earth, a nuclear wasteland above with a small colony of underground survivors. He and others defended against the dimensional-attacking Sliths, of which the Magistrate spoke little other than the one time he told me I’d attacked them, not these imaginary Gigantopithecuses I kept talking about. 
 
    Some of what he did for me I am not at liberty to relate because I swore an oath to keep certain matters confidential. The Magistrate knew more about dimensional travel than anyone else I’d met to date. He spoke of it in grave terms, calling it a terrible folly. According to him, it brought grief and despair to those who practiced it. Far better, he told me on more than one occasion, to live in one’s present reality. 
 
    “The dimensions and parallel worlds are without number,” he said one evening as he strove to find my Earth for me so he could send me home. “Before leaving your own reality, you must take great care to mark your home. Otherwise, you will never reach it again. There are places and realms…” He shook his head. 
 
    “Logan, you must return to your dimension if you can and never leave it again. You have already absorbed far too many Q-rays. I’ve cured you of some of the maladies that would have manifested shortly. But there’s a limit how many most of us can absorb and heal. Only the Sliths seem immune to Q-rays.” 
 
    “And Sliths are, exactly…?” I asked. 
 
    “A plague to human life,” he said. “More I will not say. Although…your Polarions…they are rash to have built so many portals.” 
 
    “Then, you do know about them?” 
 
    “Only from what you have said and from my time abroad in my youth. I saw some of their handiwork. I do not approve of them.” 
 
    I was unsure if he was being honest with me, as I spent many hours with him as he searched the dimensional realms with his Locator. 
 
    I had breached his Locator, he said, entering through the portal. He stood by the many controls near it, making adjustments and sending probes through and studying their findings on the wall screens on either side of the semicircular stone portal. 
 
    “The mistake you made thinking this was your Earth is understandable,” he told me a day later. “I have a Great Machine that creates a barrier. This Sand you’ve talked about also has a barrier. It tells me the Polarions who helped make the Great Machine understand something of the perils they played with each time they journey to a different dimension.” 
 
    I thought about the Shadow Dimension and realized the Magistrate knew what he was talking about. 
 
    Except…for an instant, I felt as if I was floating and as if I could hear bubbles rising past my ears. Could I still be in the aquarium and this yet another in a series of hallucinations? 
 
    The feeling passed as the water vibrated more. No, no, that wasn’t right. 
 
    Oh, I don’t know. The Magistrate was surely telling the truth. In order to help him find my Earth—which I longed to reach—I told him about my supposed portal adventures and added much of what had occurred on the Asteroid Belt station. 
 
    The Magistrate seemed especially interested in that part of the story. 
 
    “This randomizer you carried in the null gravity belt,” he said once, turning to me after studying a portal screen. “It shows you have a malignant enemy.” 
 
    “I don’t see how, as I picked up the belt on impulse.” 
 
    The Magistrate stroked his beard, finally shaking his head. “I do not accept that. This Ailuros, a Polarion, like a god in some ways, would have fantastic powers of calculation. You believed her defeated on the station, but I think she loathed you and used the station computer as an ally. They or the computer watched you in the hangar bay, waiting to see if you would act as the computer or Ailuros predicted you would.” 
 
    “You can’t know that.” And…hadn’t he said the Asteroid station was a delusion on my part? Why would the Magistrate want to know about a delusion? This wasn’t making any sense…unless he was trying to drive me mad. 
 
    “Know is a funny word, Logan,” he told me. “Such is my suspicion in any case. Does my suspicion they tricked you make it so? No, but the event is likely, most probable even to have occurred the way I just described it.” 
 
    This was confusing. So, maybe these things had happened to me after all. “What about the mutant priest who helped me on the doom world?” I asked. 
 
    “Clearly, the priest thought you were someone else.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    The Magistrate smiled grimly. “That is the point I was trying to make a few days ago about the endless dimensions. Sheer logic tells us that we cannot know all the players, all the strategies and ploys at work throughout the dimensions. I believe a power aided the mutant priest. It was cleverly done, too. Perhaps the power believed you were a different Logan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come now, my friend. You’re no fool. The dimensions also possess parallel worlds. Surely, there are other Logans, some of whom have surfed the many possibilities of the dimensional realms. Perhaps you took his place—another Logan—in this instant. You possibly changed the event the other Logan should have done. One thing is clear. You aided my world and me. For that, I am grateful.” 
 
    “The way you put it makes it all sound confusing and chaotic.” 
 
    “Ah. If that is how you feel, then you are learning. That proves my point about your intellect.” 
 
    I said nothing more then, wanting to think through the implications of what he’d proposed. It was getting harder and harder for me to know what was real and what was false. Still, one of the interesting properties of this Earth was that Rax acted like an inert piece of crystal instead of his regular self. I told the Magistrate about that. 
 
    “It’s perfectly clear what has happened,” he said. “In this dimension, Rax and his kind do not function, as they are not sentient.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Do not concern yourself, Logan. Rax should be the same once you leave this dimension.” 
 
    I hoped the Magistrate was right. I did not like to think that Rax had died. In many ways, he did not even feel right in my hands. I thought I’d thrown Rax into… No, I would not talk about that. I needed to keep that secret. I needed to keep playing along with this charade. It was all a charade, right? 
 
    As the days passed, as the Magistrate continued to search the Continuum, as he called it, I exercised and planned. I had to get back. I had to save my Earth from the Gigantopithecuses. They did exist. I had to kill the bastard that had pirated the GGS Ocelot and caused the death of Debby. I couldn’t let Ailuros win, either. Had she really tricked me? Had the station computer at her command left me alone in the hangar bay, knowing I would pilfer the Polarion null-gravity belt? 
 
    I did not want to cross dimensions again. I did not want to gather more Q-rays in me. They sounded like mercury in fish. Over its life, a fish saved whatever mercury it consumed, finally killing it once it had too much. 
 
    I had used portals once or twice before. Now, if I could get back, I just wanted to stay on dear old Earth and protect it from all alien comers. My single dimension had enough problems for me to handle. I did not want to bring Sliths to my Earth. I did not want my homeworld to turn into a nuclear wasteland, a death zone, like here. 
 
    I was just a lonely man, a human, who had found himself propelled into one crazy adventure after another. I wished Polarions had left our planet alone. 
 
    That got me to thinking. Why did the Earth—my Earth—have so many rifts, so many openings to other places? Was that a product of Polarion tampering, or had some other force created them before the coming of the Polarions? I was coming to see that I could not take everyone and everything at face value. Too many people and aliens had lied to me about why or how things worked. From now on, I was going to use my eyes and believe what I saw. Did that also apply to the Magistrate? Was he just the simple ruler on a dead Earth, or was he something more in the Continuum of Possibilities? 
 
    I was starting to think that I should bet on him being more than what he claimed, but I wasn’t going to tell him my thoughts. I wanted to get home. I wanted to know if Jenna and the others had made it. 
 
    Finally, two weeks after passing through the Great-Machine-created barrier, the Magistrate summoned me, telling me to bring my belongings. It looked as if he had found my Earth and was going to send me home. 
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    In my hallucination, I found myself deep underground in the Locator Chamber with the Magistrate. I could feel the Great Machine through the slight vibration on the polished floor. The smaller machines in the chamber all labored with power. 
 
    The Magistrate wore a silver suit today instead of a robe as before. He had a holstered weapon at his side. He looked more like a Polarion than ever. In that moment, I was sure he was a Polarion, maybe one of the more powerful ones. 
 
    I wore a patched jacket and clothes. The waist pack was cinched tight around me, with a fake Rax and a few rations inside. I had the knife, too, but that was it. 
 
    The Magistrate had explained before that he could not give me any of his dimension’s weapons. That might change the balance of technology on my Earth, and someone evil might use the items to pinpoint his Earth. 
 
    “Each dimensional item and each person has its special signatures—if one knows where and how to look,” he said. 
 
    I stood to the side, eyeing the main screen. On it appeared an Earth. Was it my Earth? 
 
    “Do you detect a barrier?” I asked. 
 
    “I do,” the Magistrate said, as he adjusted controls. “It is almost an exact match with my barrier. That is uncanny.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced at me before shaking his head. 
 
    “Have you told me all I need to know?” I asked him. 
 
    “Growing suspicious of my motives again, are you?” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “It shows you’re thinking. I have been generating portal power for several days. The dimensional distance to your Earth…it is far.” 
 
    “How do you measure that?” 
 
    “Now, remember this, Logan. I do not know one hundred percent if that is your Earth. Finding it again after you’ve traveled and bounced all over the Continuum…it will be amazing luck if I’m able to send you all the way home.” 
 
    “A needle in the haystack,” I said. 
 
    “Eh, what’s that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, wondering if the Magistrate had really never heard that saying before. 
 
    “I do not detect any Slith probes,” he said. “Pray they never find your realm. Pray you do not leave a blazing trail to your planet.” 
 
    I eyed him sidelong. Was this a subtle warning? Was he going to trail me back? What if he was the grandfather of all Polarions and had a grudge against some of the others like Argon? I exhaled. 
 
    “Nervous?” he asked. 
 
    “The GGS Ocelot seems almost insignificant compared to all this,” I said. 
 
    “That is a mistake,” the Magistrate said. “You have traveled abroad. You have expanded your horizons. But the problems of home are always the keenest. You will never have another home planet, Logan. That should make the one you have precious to you.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s insightful, and in this instance…” He did not finish the thought, but let it hang. Was the Magistrate a dimensional exile? It almost sounded like it. 
 
    “Will I ever see you again?” I asked. 
 
    He shot me a stern look, blinked and then returned to his controls. I found it ominous that he did not answer me. 
 
    I glanced at my hands. Had I really been through these crazy dimensional journeys? Maybe I was still aboard the Antaran space station, captured by the Gigantopithecuses and undergoing hypnosis interrogation. There was something compelling about the idea. Knowing that all these other possibilities existed in the multiverse…it kind of made a man feel even smaller than when he looked up at the night sky, seeing all the stars. 
 
    I wanted to go home. I wanted to fix my Earth’s problems and protect its people. Maybe the Magistrate had a point. A man could travel all over Earth, visiting England, Germany, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, China, maybe fly to South Africa, Nigeria and then cross to Brazil, Mexico and at last come home to the little town where you went to high school. There was no other town like that one. There, people knew you. There, you knew the old tales, the history. There, you had set down roots, often had a past. 
 
    I loved my Earth. I knew its history, at least a little. I had parents, cousins, friends, I knew the holidays, loved Christmas most of all and admired my world’s girls with a keen eye. Yes. I wanted to go home, to my town, to my Earth, the one I knew. 
 
    “There,” the Magistrate said, interrupting my thoughts. “I have a directional fix. Are you ready, Logan?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 
    The Magistrate walked from his controls to another bank. He turned some on, pressed others. The sound of humming machinery grew. He studied the board and made more adjustments. 
 
    The portal activated. The inner part churned with a swirling blue color. 
 
    “On my signal, Logan, you must run into the portal.” 
 
    “Run?” I asked. 
 
    “As hard as you can,” he said. 
 
    I licked my lips. I was about to risk everything again. I stepped back, looked at a screen, and saw my planet with its white clouds and continents. An overwhelming feeling gripped me. 
 
    “Magistrate,” I said. 
 
    He turned to me. 
 
    “We have a custom on my world,” I said, approaching him, holding out my hand. 
 
    He did not ask what the custom was. Instead, he reached out and grasped my hand, shaking hands with me, squeezing hard. 
 
    I stared at him. He stared back, and I think he realized his mistake. 
 
    “Good-bye, my boy,” he said heartily. 
 
    “Good-bye, Magistrate,” I said. “I wish you luck.” 
 
    “And I you.” 
 
    I released his hand and walked before the portal, seeing the swirling colors. My gut was churning. 
 
    “Now!’ he shouted. “Run hard into the portal, Logan. Once you reach your Earth—” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I said under my breath. I ran at the portal and twisted around backward just before I did. As I disappeared, I flipped off the Magistrate, giving him double-barreled fingers. 
 
    I fell through the portal, but I did not smell or sense the things I had in the past. I had an idea I knew his plan. I would come out in or on my Earth and go through the motions of defeating Nerelon Brontios. All the while— 
 
    I concentrated. As I plunged through dimensions—fakes one, it turned out—I continued to concentrate. I thought I’d done all this in two weeks, but I bet it had been an instant of time. It was like normal dreaming. Some dreams feel as if they take hours, but really occur in minutes. 
 
    I continued concentrating, even as I slid out of a different portal. I stood up and looked at Jenna. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “I’m not buying it.” 
 
    “Logan, we have to run,” Jenna said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m done believing. I’m in the aquarium and this is all false, hallucinations.” 
 
    “Logan, look at me,” Jenna said. “Am I not lovely?” 
 
    I stared at Jenna. That did not sound like her at all. She would have likely berated me instead. As I studied her, everything seemed to dissolve around me. The chamber, the portal, all vanished. Instead—I found myself floating in the aquarium, with the helmet-mask around my face. The water vibrated as the mind-screwing machine worked my brain over. In front of me—on the other side of the glass—stood the Magistrate and dear Ailuros. 
 
    I gaped then, for Ailuros no longer had a cat’s head, but the face of the beauty I’d seen on the throne at the top of the golden ziggurat. 
 
    I nodded, as I floated. “Nerelon Brontios, I presume.” 
 
    The big black-bearded guy scowled at Ailuros. She seemed meeker than I remembered, turning to him. She spoke to him. I couldn’t hear the words. 
 
    He stared at me again, finally nodding. He clicked on a switch. I heard that in the earphones of my helmet-mask. 
 
    “I tried to be nice, Logan,” the bald, black-bearded man said. “Now, we’re going to do this the hard way.” 
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    Before that happened, I suppose they tried one last expedient. I didn’t mind, as I was not looking forward to Nerelon Brontios’ hard way. 
 
    Gigantopithecuses entered the large chamber, removed the top and fished me out of the aquarium. I was glad to get out of it, even if their fur stank like wet dog. 
 
    They toweled me off. I was still stark naked, and they threw regular clothes at me, a tee shirt, jeans, some shocks and sneakers. One gave me an electric shaver, while a different one held up a small mirror for me. 
 
    I glanced at Ailuros. Nerelon Brontios had stormed off, frustrated, I’m guessing, with my superlative stubbornness. 
 
    Now, most people, I’d found in life, had rotten things to say about stubborn people. That makes sense, as stubbornness was a tool like anything else. You could misuse it. And stubborn people can be real pains in the ass and often misuse their gift. Stubbornness was another way to say that a person knew their mind. If one’s mind was made up, and he was a man of character, he wasn’t going to change it at the drop of a hat. I’m saying that I could be a stubborn mule of a man and liked that fact about myself. Heck yeah, I’m stubborn. The trick was to not be a stubborn jackass at the wrong time. 
 
    Nerelon Brontios hated it that I was stubborn. Maybe Ailuros was going to try one more time to convince me to help them. I thought all that as I shaved away the hairy growth around my face. I’d been in the aquarium longer than I’d realized. 
 
    “You don’t look half bad,” Ailuros said. 
 
    The great apes accepted the shaver, took away the mirror and departed. Well, one big bruiser of a mother remained, standing behind Ailuros. 
 
    “Let’s go to a different chamber,” she suggested. 
 
    I was actually a little unsteady on my feet. Floating for over a week had given my muscles a break, but seemed to have begun the deterioration process. An hour in use again should solve that. 
 
    I accepted one of Ailuros’s arms. She had silky smooth skin. With the guardian Gigantopithecus behind us, we exited the Aquarium Chamber, walked down a long steel corridor and entered a bigger chamber. It had screens everywhere, showing various places on Earth. I saw evergreens, a city, an ocean liner cruising alone, penguins waddling across ice to dive into a cold sea, people crossing a busy city street— 
 
    It reminded me of the Peppermill Casino in Reno with all the big screens showing awesome scenes from all around Earth. I would have liked to go to the Peppermill and play Texas Hold ’em for a few hours, anything for a break from all this world-shattering action, debates and decisions. 
 
    Ailuros guided me to a couch with a low glass table before it. On the table were various bowls with pretzels, chips, cheese and other snack foods. 
 
    “Help yourself,” she said as we sat down. 
 
    I grabbed a handful of M&Ms, popping them into my mouth. They had peanuts inside just the way I liked them. 
 
    I stopped chewing. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ailuros asked, as if concerned. 
 
    I continued chewing and popped the last few M&Ms into my mouth, reminded that they knew me, or thought they did. They had stocked the table with all the goodies l liked to eat, no doubt doing that for a reason. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus was at the entrance, leaning against a wall. He was scratching himself like I’d seen chimps do in a zoo. 
 
    “So, what happened to Sand?” I asked. 
 
    “Must we go into all that now?” Ailuros asked, putting an arm on the top of the couch and leaning back. She wore a low-cut blouse, super-tight slacks and sandals. She’d painted her toenails red and had long blonde hair and features—she was a beauty, all right, a real Venus. 
 
    “Must feel a whole lot better having your old head back,” I said. 
 
    Ailuros stared at me, and I could feel the fury building up behind her green eyes. 
 
    “I mean, you’re a freaking babe,” I said. 
 
    She smiled at the compliment, some of the fury dissipating. 
 
    “Maybe you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” I added. 
 
    “Do you really think so?” she asked, tossing a curl. 
 
    “I sure do. If you weren’t married to Argon—” 
 
    “But I am,” she snapped. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She eyed me. “Would it bother you if we slept together?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said, “just if we had relations before sleeping.” 
 
    “Logan,” she said, reaching out to me with the hand on the top of the couch. “You can practically name your price for helping us. If you me want to lie with you, you can. I will freely give myself to you.” 
 
    “Don’t think it isn’t a tempting offer,” I said. 
 
    “All you must do is tell us what happened to Rax.” 
 
    “That’s it? Okay. He shattered on the doom world.” 
 
    “Logan,” she chided gently. “We know that isn’t what happened—” 
 
    “Listen, babe,” I said in a low voice, leaning toward her, letting a hand drop onto one of her knees. “Let’s you and me take over. Why does Nerelon Brontios need to be in the picture?” 
 
    She smiled as if pitying me. “How could we destroy him?” 
 
    “The…” 
 
    “Yes?” she asked. 
 
    I squeezed her knee. “How come you’re not as tough as the other Polarions?” 
 
    She frowned at me. 
 
    “Argon once squeezed some ordinary bullets, turning them into Starcore-killing projectiles,” I said. “Nerelon Brontios is supposed to be unkillable unless one assembles all the parts we’ve been collecting, putting them into the Ultimate Annihilator.” 
 
    “So…you know its name.” 
 
    “You’re avoiding the question, babe.” 
 
    Ailuros frowned as she jumped up, leaping over the glass table, pacing on the other side of it. 
 
    I’d angered her, and she seemed more dangerous than before. I sat back on the couch, watching her. Man, but the lady knew how to move. I truly wanted to strip off her clothes and have a go with her. 
 
    She faced me, recognized my lust—smiling at that—and then swept her hands to either side of her. “You don’t understand. I was a Polarion, became a cult goddess with diminished power, and have become a Polarion once again. I could squeeze bullets, turning them into dangerous projectiles. I could lift you over my head and hurl you across the chamber. I could destroy the great ape by the door.” 
 
    “Now you can do that?” 
 
    She stared at me. 
 
    “But not when you had a—” 
 
    “Be very careful what you say next,” she threatened. 
 
    I blinked several times, trying to put it together. I think she was saying that the cat’s head changed her abilities. A Polarion had to be all Polarion to do Polarion things. Grafting a cat’s head onto her body had somehow diminished her former powers, but now they were back again because so was her former head. 
 
    “I don’t understand how a moron like you can continue to thwart Nerelon,” Ailuros said. “Your confederates—” She stopped abruptly. 
 
    I grinned, faintly recalling being a super-genius while connected to the CCC. Had I made a super plan then? That would have been the thing to do, and that plan must have been frustrating old Nerelon. 
 
    “No, Logan,” she said. “You think you’ve thwarted us. Instead, you’ve merely made Nerelon angry and assured the destruction of your planet.” 
 
    “You’ve lost me there, babe. I’m not tracking you.” 
 
    “Do you see my face?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I am whole again, of one unit.” 
 
    “And that makes you powerful like a Polarion?” 
 
    “Yes!” she said, her eyes swirling with power. 
 
    “So before, you lacked some of your power because…?” 
 
    “You’re too stupid to understand. Rax could tell you, but he’s disappeared.” 
 
    “To get your beauty back, you went through the Synthesizer on the Asteroid station, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No. I went through the Synthesizer presently aboard the Ocelot. If you persist on your stubbornness, Nerelon is going to return to the dreadnought and begin dropping hell-burners on your planet. He will wipe it out, Logan.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “In order to destroy his enemies and the pieces of the Ultimate Annihilator hidden on Earth.” 
 
    “Uh, if the people and pieces are so deadly, why not do that anyway? Why did he wait?” 
 
    “That should be obvious. If you help him acquire the shell of the launcher, the Prometheus Stone and the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit, he will refrain from hell-burning Earth. He will let you live, as he will have no further need of you or your planet.” 
 
    “What do you get out of all that?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” she shouted. “What I get means nothing to you.” 
 
    “Where’s Argon? He’s the one you really want, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Damn you, Logan! Stop questioning me. Stop trying to use me. I’m the easy way. Do you want to do this the hard way?” 
 
    I sat up. The Gigantopithecus was no longer leaning against the wall, but watching me alertly. 
 
    “Ailuros, you’re second fiddle,” I said. “Yes. I want to do this the hard way, but only after I’ve spoken with Nerelon Brontios.” 
 
    She shook two fists at me. “You will rue the day you said that.” 
 
    The giant ape hooted with fear, stumbling away from the door, which opened. 
 
    Nerelon Brontios entered. He was big. He had a big black beard and long black hair. Was that a wig? It seemed wrong to think that the most powerful Polarion of all was worried about being bald. Maybe the baldness before had been a disguise. 
 
    The Polarion radiated majesty and authority. A veritable aura surrounded him, a glowing nimbus. He strode into the chamber as if he owned the universe. Argon had possessed some of the majesty, but not the way Nerelon did. 
 
    The pit of my gut turned. I feared this guy. I didn’t want to piss him off, and I was afraid that I already had. 
 
    “I tried, Lord,” Ailuros said in a pleading tone. 
 
    Nerelon nodded as if he didn’t care one whit. He gestured slightly toward the door. 
 
    Ailuros looked as if she wanted to argue with him. Instead, with a lowered head, she strode quickly, soon leaving the chamber. 
 
    Nerelon flicked his fingers. 
 
    The Gigantopithecus hurried out, softly closing the door behind him. 
 
    Nerelon Brontios turned to me and his eyes became darker as a terrible power filled him. “Logan,” he intoned. “It is time to begin.” 
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    I began to shake with fear. Through an act of will, I forced myself to sit as still as I could. If he killed me, he killed me. If he tormented me, he tormented me. I would not cower like a dog, though. I simply refused. What helped, what made the final difference for me, was that this bastard and his vast plans had killed Debby. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said in his vibrating voice. 
 
    Abruptly, the glowing nimbus sank into him. The feeling of majestic godhood lessened. He seemed powerful and graceful, but no longer something from Heaven. 
 
    “We will talk,” he said in a normal voice. “Afterward, I will make my decision.” 
 
    In the past, I might have searched for a witty zinger. I wasn’t going to try to piss this guy off, though. I had a feeling I might be dealing with the survival of everyone on the planet. 
 
    He made a shooing motion. 
 
    I slid to the end of the couch. 
 
    He moved to the other end, sitting down and crossing a thickly muscular leg by putting an ankle on the other knee. 
 
    “You desire to be my enemy?” he asked. 
 
    I frowned, finally nodding. “You killed Debby.” 
 
    “Naturally, you mean my creatures did. I accept your verdict. You wish to kill me in return?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He smiled. “I like good honest hate and an honest answer. I’m not inclined to kill you yet, but I’m fast reaching that point. If I decide you must die, I will also destroy the Earth.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “The reason should be obvious,” he said. “You have thwarted several of my endeavors. I lack the Prometheus Stone, the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit and the shell of the Ultimate Annihilator.” 
 
    “Plus, Argon escaped,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. Argon escaped. I can’t help but think that you planned that. Obviously, you used the CCC to augment your intellect. That was a clever move, making your former self a formidable opponent. I imagine you had a reason for releasing it, and you’re hoping that your plan made while under the influence of brilliance will succeed.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    He exhaled and looked up, as if looking into an ethereal realm. “My attempt at breaking you down succeeded in part. I finally realized, in broad scope, what you did. I don’t know the exact parts. I suspect that if I kill you here and now, you, at least, will enjoy no further successes from your brilliant plan.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” I said. 
 
    “But I’m uninterested in withholding joy from a gnat like you. In truth, I care nothing if you’re happy or sad. Your woman died. That’s only a pity if it ends up being the pebble that thwarts my joy and my success.” 
 
    “You’re a narcissist.” 
 
    “Naturally,” he said, “as I have godlike powers. According to your world’s philosophers—one of the older, more perceptive characters by the name of Lord Acton said that ‘Power tends to corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ Acton would say that I am closer to absolute corruption than anyone you have ever met. I am not nor do I claim to possess absolute power. If I did, I would not need your assistance.” 
 
    Nerelon turned his head like a robot and stared at me. “Does it surprise you that I say I need your assistance?” 
 
    I thought about it, finally shaking my head. 
 
    He stared me until his eyes darkened once again. 
 
    For all I knew, bolts of power might flash like Zeus’s lightning from his eyes. 
 
    I cleared my throat, deciding to give him the explanation he seemingly craved. “You’re Nerelon Brontios. I’m getting the feeling you think of yourself as completely objective. You refuse to fear the truth, deciding to face it head-on. Thus, you will say what you conceive as the truth, even if you find it painful. I’m inclined to think that you see this as a power or strength.” 
 
    “Facing the truth is a strength and a large source of my power.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can accept that.” 
 
    “I neither care nor approve that you do,” he said. 
 
    I cocked my head. “How should I address you?” 
 
    “Magistrate will do.” 
 
    “Magistrate,” I said. “Can you bring Debby back to life?” 
 
    “No,” he said promptly. 
 
    I nodded. “Can you spare the Earth?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    “But you’ll annihilate it if you fail to acquire the items dictated earlier?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you always tell the truth?” I asked. 
 
    The darkness in his eyes had dissipated. He had the bluest of blue eyes, otherwise. They were coldly murderous and likely, the most intelligent I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Do you play…what is the game?” he asked. “Ah. Do you play poker?” 
 
    “On occasion,” I said. 
 
    “Do poker players lie?” 
 
    “All the time,” I said. 
 
    “There is your answer.” 
 
    “This is a game to you?” 
 
    “Indeed. The greatest game in the universe.” 
 
    I wondered about it. If I gave him the items he wanted, would he leave Earth intact? I had a feeling that he might. Yet, he’d slain Debby. He hadn’t done so with his hands, but through his creatures, the Gigantopithecuses. Would I try to thwart him because I wanted vengeance for Debby? 
 
    “Who gave Ailuros her cat’s head long ago?” I asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And now you granted Ailuros her beauty again?” 
 
    Nerelon shrugged. 
 
    “Were you married to her once?” I asked. 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “I’m trying to decide what I should do.” 
 
    “No. She was never my wife.” 
 
    “Did you want to marry her?” 
 
    Nerelon moved his upraised foot, setting it on the floor as he exhaled. “I’m growing weary of your tasteless questions. You’re a gnat, Logan. This is your moment in the sun. I’m afraid it is going to burn and shrivel you, taking your planet with you.” 
 
    I noticed one of the screens then. It showed a fiery meteor falling from space. The meteor left a blazing trail through the sky. It reminded me of the fireball on the doom world. 
 
    I pointed at the screen. “What is that?” 
 
    Nerelon turned his head to look, doing so slowly. “It’s the first strike.” 
 
    “Where’s it headed?” 
 
    “San Francisco.” 
 
    “You’re—” 
 
    On the screen, the meteor struck San Francisco. I saw that, and I saw a mighty dust cloud billowing outward. Buildings crumpled at the kinetic shock wave of the strike. The Golden Gate Bridge blew away. Oakland, San Jose and other cities of the Bay would— 
 
    I choked back tears of rage and disbelief. I felt hot and cold and began shivering. Millions had just died. 
 
    “Why?” I shouted. 
 
    “Your planet does not yet know of the existence of my dreadnought,” Nerelon explained. “They will in another twenty-four hours. Then, I will remove the cloaking device and let your nations know that they will all begin to die just as San Francisco died. At that point, I will use hell-burners instead of kinetic strikes. Your pathetic CAU operatives… Do you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to post pictures of Jenna and the others. I’ll set the world’s nations against them. Every villager, every citizen and illegal will hound the planet for them, tearing them to pieces. One by one, Logan, all the cities of the world will cease to exist. I will get the Prometheus Stone, the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit and the Ultimate Annihilator. I will have Argon in my hands, or I will watch your planet die city by city. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
    Shaking with fear and rage, I stared at him. I couldn’t believe this was happening. 
 
    “Oh,” Nerelon added, almost as an afterthought. “I will tell the remaining nations—when I’m halfway through—that you could have saved all of them by telling me what I wanted to know. Then, I’ll hand you over to the Intelligence agencies. I doubt they’ll kill you right away. I imagine they’ll eagerly torture you in order to extract the information I wanted to know. Eventually, I’m going to get what I want. I always do.” 
 
    “Including Ailuros?” I panted. 
 
    Nerelon nodded as if in approval. “Fight back with the weapons at hand. That is often a good policy. In this case, it’s going to cause you further grief.” 
 
    “Hit a nerve, did I?” 
 
    He pointed at me, and a force rayed out of his index finger. The force struck, toppling me over the couch so I slammed against a far wall. He raised his hand and finger, and the force shoved me up against where the wall met the ceiling. Finally, he ceased raying. 
 
    I plunged down, striking the floor, crumpling and groaning in dismay. I was also soaked with fear-sweat, certain I was about to die. 
 
    “When talking with me,” Nerelon said, “it would be wiser to choose your words carefully. I will leave you to ponder your choices. Watch the screens, if you desire, and witness which city I destroy next.” 
 
    He rose and headed for the door. As he did, the nimbus reappeared around him. He did not look back. 
 
    I was glad. At that moment, all I knew was a growing and deepening despair. 
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    I debated long and hard with myself. Who was I that my stubbornness should bring about the destruction of the world? Yet, what could I do differently? I’d made my decision while racing back to Earth through the ethereal realm. I had glimmers of remembrance of that time. Should I trust that super genius, the CCC combined with my level-two intellect? What could I tell Nerelon Brontios anyway? 
 
    I remained in captivity in that dreadful room, occasionally looking up at the screens. It occurred to me on the second day, as I watched another meteor fall, hitting Beijing, China, wiping it out and everyone in it, that maybe this was a sting, a setup. Did the screens show reality or only a possibility as the Ghost of Christmas Future had shown Ebenezer Scrooge? Did Nerelon Brontios once again play a game with me? 
 
    I paced endlessly. I did pushups. I ate the crappy chips, the M&Ms and pretzels and drank from plastic water bottles. If I put my ear to the door, I could hear the Great Machine at work. Would Nerelon Brontios destroy Earth so easily? Who would run the Great Machine after he left then? He’d destroyed Sand, right? 
 
    Toward the end of the second day, I lay on the couch, sleeping fitfully. The doorknob rattled. I sat up, watching. The big thing moved slowly as if a mouse was trying to move it. Finally, Ailuros stuck her head within. 
 
    “Logan?” she called. 
 
    I sat up, looking at her. Her voice seemed different. 
 
    “Logan?” she called again. 
 
    “Right here,” I said. 
 
    She turned her head, and I understood why should couldn’t see me. Her eyes were two hideous ruins and stuffed with a waxy substance. 
 
    My heart twisted in my chest, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. “Ailuros?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    She shook her head, as her features seemed as if they were about to crumple into tears. Could tears leak from such ruins? 
 
    “Don’t pity me,” she said. “I hate pity.” 
 
    “What… What’s going on?” 
 
    She sneered as she stepped into the chamber, closing the door behind her. There was something different about the way she walked. “Nerelon Brontios is making his moves,” she said. “He blamed me for…for…” She bent her head as her shoulders slumped. 
 
    I approached slowly. I could hardly believe this. It was too much. San Francisco and Beijing struck by killing meteors, and now, Ailuros blinded. I know millions of lost lives could not compare to hideous blinding, but it was far easier for me to emotionally connect to her blinding than comprehending millions of deaths. The butcher, Joseph Stalin, had once said, “One death is a tragedy; one million is a statistic.” 
 
    Ailuros peered up blindly. “I can feel you staring at me. Stop it.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Did…did Nerelon tell you he would restore your sight if I told you what I could?” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “I don’t get his thinking, though,” I said. “We’re enemies, you and I. Why would he think that blinding you would—?” 
 
    She raised her head sharply. “I want to tell you: ‘Don’t tell him what he wants to know.’ But, Logan…you don’t know what it’s like being blind.” 
 
    I licked my lips. What kind of monster was Nerelon Brontios? He’d wanted Ailuros once. I had…I had… My heart hardened. This was too much. This was—I stepped closer yet, examining her ruined eyes. The orbs were gone. It looked like a brutal job. This was too much, and I didn’t buy it. Nerelon had the Synthesizer. Would he truly…? 
 
    Then it struck me, certain little things that had seemed false. “You’re not Ailuros,” I said suddenly. 
 
    The woman stiffened. 
 
    “He put someone else into the Synthesizer, didn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    The woman took several seconds too long to answer. “No,” she said. 
 
    “Bull,” I said. I rushed up and moved her aside. 
 
    “No, please,” she said. 
 
    I opened the door and stared into the muzzle of a gun. The real Ailuros held it. She had a strange look in her eyes, whole eyes that worked. 
 
    “You were actually thinking of telling her—me—what you know,” Ailuros said as if stunned. 
 
    “Who is she?” I demanded. 
 
    Ailuros shook her head, even as she kept staring at me. 
 
    “Do I know her?” I shouted. 
 
    “No,” Ailuros said. “She’s an Englishwoman who agreed to this in order to save London from bombardment.” 
 
    “Nerelon is really striking cities?” I shouted. 
 
    Ailuros appeared shocked. “Of course he is. Why would you think otherwise?” 
 
    “If he destroys humanity, who will service the Great Machine once he leaves?” 
 
    Ailuros frowned even more. “Don’t you know why he wants the Ultimate Annihilator?” 
 
    “How can I possibly know?” I shouted. I was dealing with monsters, and I’d reached the snapping point. 
 
    “He wants to save the lost Polarions,” Ailuros said. “He heard about what happened to Lord Beran. More importantly, he realizes that many Polarions yet exist in the Shadow Realm. He wants to free and rehabilitate them.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “But Nerelon needs a weapon to face the Master and others of the Shadow Dimension,” Ailuros said. 
 
    “How does he even know the Ultimate Annihilator will work in the Shadow Dimension?” 
 
    “Nerelon Brontios makes careful calculations,” Ailuros said. “He’s certain the weapon will perform there as advertised.” 
 
    “So…so he’s willing to kill everyone on Earth to get it?” 
 
    “After what you’ve seen, can you doubt it?” 
 
    “Okay. So, why is Argon fighting him if Nerelon wants to save the lost Polarions?” 
 
    “Because my husband thinks the idea is madness. He’s certain that Nerelon will unleash the Shadow denizens upon our galaxy. That will mean galactic-scale ruin.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Ailuros searched my face. “I wanted my beauty back. I’ve wanted that ever since I lost it.” 
 
    “Yet, Nerelon took your beauty.” 
 
    “He told you?” 
 
    “Ailuros,” I said, stepping near, taking hold of one of her wrists—not the one whose hand held the gun aimed at my belly. “You’re not insane. Nerelon is insane.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I assure you he’s not.” 
 
    “He’s killing millions of innocent Earthlings.” 
 
    “They’re nothing to him.” 
 
    “He’s blinding innocent girls.” 
 
    “He’ll restore her sight once you agree to terms.” 
 
    “I don’t know enough to help you,” I said. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Ailuros said. “The little you can tell him will be enough. Logan—” She bit her lower lip. “Jenna and the rest of the CAU are thwarting Nerelon. He believes the only reason they are capable of this is because of your planning.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Ailuros tore her wrist free of my grasp. She backed up as her face twisted with seeming hatred. “I’ve had enough of you, Logan. This is it. Tell me what Nerelon wants to know, or I’ll kill you here and now.” 
 
    I felt a presence—Ailuros must have felt it first—and looked over her shoulder. Nerelon stepped around the corner. He—I did a double take. 
 
    Ailuros turned to see what was bothering me. She stared at Nerelon, and gasped. “No,” she said. “This isn’t—” 
 
    Nerelon raised a silver gun and beamed Ailuros. The great beauty moaned, hit in the stomach. She tried to turn her gun on me. She tried to fire. Instead, she fell into my arms, slumping unconscious. 
 
    What was going on here? 
 
    Nerelon tore off his black wig and the fake beard. It was Argon hurrying to us. 
 
    “I’ll take my wife, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    I moved back as Argon hefted Ailuros in his arms. Boy was I glad I hadn’t slept with her. 
 
    “What’s the idea?” I asked, bewildered. 
 
    “Get the Englishwoman,” Argon said. “We’re leaving now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer the question.” 
 
    “Listen to him, Logan,” said a woman coming around the corner. She wore combat fatigues and boots, had blue eyes, long dark hair and a statuesque figure. She was no Ailuros, but Jenna Jones of the CAU was beautiful just the same. I noticed that she leaned to one side as she walked, the side with a carrying strap around that shoulder and in the case— 
 
    “You must have the Odin Lens,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t talk about that,” Argon said. “Get the Englishwoman. We don’t have much time. Nerelon went back to the Ocelot for something. If we can complete our task, maybe we can save your mud-ball planet and the rest of the universe to boot.” 
 
    “Rax told us everything,” Jenna added. 
 
    “Yes, Logan,” a familiar voice said from Jenna’s belt. “I told them what you told me to say.” 
 
    “Rax!” I said. “You made it.” 
 
    “The fact that I am conversing with you should make that obvious,” the Rax Prime crystal said.  
 
    “Right,” I said. I went back into the screen room and staggered back out. I think my face must have been pale. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jenna asked. 
 
    I stared at her. The Englishwoman, the Ailuros lookalike was dead. From her frozen state and the blood on her lips, she must have taken a death capsule. I must have mumbled that. 
 
    “We have no more time,” Argon said, taking command. “Logan, are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
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    It would have been cool if leaving had been as easy as wishing it. In the old days, I’d had a Galactic Guard shuttle with teleportation capability. Once I’d achieved a goal, I’d simply teleported away. Unfortunately, I’d lost the shuttle in Antarctica, which seemed like years ago now. Had it only been a few months ago that I’d watched the Master toss Lord Beran into the Shadow Dimension? Did Lord Beran still live? Given Nerelon Brontios’s idea, it seemed possible. 
 
    We raced down corridors. Argon led the way while carrying an unconscious Ailuros. Jenna ran ahead of me, lugging the heavy Odin Lens, and I brought up the rear with Rax once again belted to my side. I had a Polarion-made blaster in my right hand, having taken it from a case Jenna had handed me. Jenna had a blaster in her gun-hand. 
 
    “Your plan has worked brilliantly to date,” Rax said. “I am most impressed.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. “What about San Francisco and Beijing?” 
 
    “Acceptable losses if we save the rest of the planet.” 
 
    “Did I foresee that?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    “Not the exact cities, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “What?” I shouted. 
 
    “Quiet,” Argon hissed from ahead. “We’re not clear yet.” 
 
    We’d been running through corridors, having to stop and hide twice to let marching, heavily armed Gigantopithecuses pass. It seemed the final nine-foot robots were making an attempt at reasserting control of the Great Machine. Its thrum had grown, which indicated we were heading toward it. The giant apes were gathering to try to destroy the robots. 
 
    “I predicted Nerelon would nuke several cities?” I whispered in disbelief. 
 
    “You told us to prepare for it,” Rax said quietly. “You told me to tell the others the second strike would be the sign that it was time to rescue you.” 
 
    The idea that I’d cold-bloodedly accepted mass deaths… I could never have come up with such a plan on my own. The CCC must have weighed options and convinced me it was the only way. How could anyone predict so accurately, though? I knew the answer, Polarion brilliance, which in this instance included the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit. 
 
    I scowled. Given enough time, Polarion brilliance would destroy everything. Nerelon Brontios was set on a plan that could unleash hellish denizens from a horrible dimension. If that didn’t destroy Galactic civilization, some other master plan eventually would. Do you doubt that? Creating the Starcore must have seemed like a good idea at the time, but it had nearly brought about Galactic doom. It would seem that the rule or law was the greater the power, the greater ability for good and the greater ability for evil and foolishness. Highly intelligent people could do some crazy stuff. 
 
    George Orwell, the author of Animal Farm and the dystopian 1984, had put it best: “There are some ideas so absurd that only an intellectual could believe them.” 
 
    There were some ideas so absurd or destructive that only godlike Polarions would think to implement them. 
 
    “Faster,” Argon urged from ahead. 
 
    We three ran harder, Jenna soon panting. I grabbed an arm, helping her. She gave me a quick smile of appreciation. 
 
    “Glad you made it back to Earth,” I said, surprised I hadn’t told her so before this. 
 
    Jenna nodded. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me how you managed that later,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t bother nodding again, just running as hard as she could to keep up with Argon. 
 
    “I know the answer,” Rax said from my belt. 
 
    “Not now,” I told him. 
 
    “Oh. Yes. I forgot. You like to flirt with the pretty girls. I will wait for an appropriate moment.” 
 
    “Shut up, Rax.” 
 
    “I have missed you too, Logan,” Rax said. “I am glad Nerelon did not succeed in destroying your mind. You gave it a rather high probability. You hoped that your mulish pigheadedness would see you through. I must say, you had a rather precise understanding about how obstinate you are in person.” 
 
    “Yeah. Where are we headed, by the way?” 
 
    “Sand had been experimenting with teleportation,” Rax said. 
 
    “Is Sand alive?” 
 
    “Before taking over down here with his Gigantopithecuses, Nerelon teleported from the Ocelot and melted Sand into slag.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Did you know Nerelon is trying to hold the Great Machine hostage against us?” Rax asked. 
 
    “Didn’t I see that in my genius plan?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    “Surprisingly, no,” Rax said. “That is why I asked just now. You know, Logan, you are not even an eighth as smart as you were united with the CCC. I take that back. An eighth is much too high. I would estimate—” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “I understand. You lack the CCC’s brutal honesty for self-examination—” 
 
    “Rax,” I said. “Let me concentrate.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Certainly. That is wise.” 
 
    The chatterbox crystal mercifully fell silent. I thought to hear laser fire somewhere, but couldn’t be certain with the thrum of the Great Machine masking noises. 
 
    Finally, Argon slid to a halt. With Ailuros in his arms, he peered around a corner. I reached him and peered around, too. A hatch ahead of us slid open, but no one came through. Had Argon opened the hatch with a mental command? 
 
    The sound of the Great Machine poured through the opening into the corridor. Argon looked at me and then raced to the hatch and looked out, jerking his head back in. 
 
    “Logan, Jenna,” he said. “Up here.” 
 
    Jenna was panting so hard she couldn’t speak, and sweat bathed her face. Surprisingly, given my long confinement, I was only slightly winded. Doing all those pushups, deep knee-bends and other exercises had brought me back to my regular fine pitch. 
 
    “I must refrain from fighting down here if I can,” Argon said, clutching Ailuros more tightly against his chest. “I cannot yet allow Nerelon to learn that I’ve returned.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” I asked. 
 
    Argon stared at me coldly. “Why would knowing matter this instant?” 
 
    The Polarion was back to his arrogant, high-handed ways, and after I’d saved him from the Gigantopithecuses. I shrugged. I was free again, and we had a chance to save Earth. That was good enough. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Are your regular mental faculties clouded?” Rax asked in Argon’s place. “I had estimated you would still have a high propensity and desire for mayhem. You must clear the way as Argon just indicated.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “Where are we headed after this?” 
 
    “You should have already inferred the answer,” Rax said. 
 
    “Jenna,” I said. “Do you want to carry Rax again?” 
 
    She glanced at Argon before continuing to try to slow her breathing. 
 
    Argon stared at me. “If my wife dies because you two are bickering all the time—” He stopped himself and looked away. When he looked at me again, he said, “We have to cross some open ground to reach an experimental teleportation chamber. The last of Sand’s robots are sacrificing themselves so we can escape. If we fail to reach the pad, Nerelon wins and the Earth dies. We’ve come to the last move. Can you do your part, Logan?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then, you and Jenna must clear the way,” Argon said. 
 
    I put a restraining hand on one of Jenna’s forearms. “Wait until you’re rested. Let me spearhead this.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, I sprinted through the hatch onto rocky subterranean ground. I glanced back and saw that the hatch was part of a gigantic black housing structure built against the side of a subterranean wall. Huge lamps at the top of the building provided illumination for me. 
 
    In the distance to the left was part of the Great Machine. It was black and massive, like some fantastic sleeping dragon, endlessly long. The ancient machinery supplied the power that kept the barrier in place. What was funny about the Great Machine was that it used old-style technology. Massive wheels, pistons, gears and other industrial-age tech clanked and rattled year after year, century after century, keeping the way closed to the dreaded Shadow Dimension. An offshoot was that it made all portal travel to and from Earth more difficult, as Rax had once explained. 
 
    According to what I’d learned, Polarions had constructed the Great Machine before history began. In that, I mean written human records like the wedge-shaped marks on clay tablets the ancient Sumerians had made. Clearly, there had been primeval civilizations on Earth before that, but a great disaster had wiped out almost all knowledge of them expect for ancient myths and the Antediluvian biblical stories. 
 
    It was crazy thinking about the Great Machine chugging along all that time. I did not want it to stop during my watch. Nerelon had destroyed Sand, an ancient guardian and the keeper of the Great Machine. Who would take Sand’s place if we won? 
 
    I threw myself behind an outcropping of stone. Huge towering lamps in the distance provided more illumination. I peered over the outcropping and spied Gigantopithecuses ahead. The massive apes dragged heavy weaponry, five apes to a platform. Each platform had wheels and a huge cannon on top. By this, I did not mean the kind of cannons one saw on a wooden sailing ship in the movies. These were higher-tech weapons like huge antiaircraft guns. Maybe they were stored anti-starship weapons. Maybe— 
 
    The apes dragged the cannons toward the Great Machine. Rax had just told me Nerelon meant to hold the Great Machine hostage to ensure our good behavior. If the Great Machine stopped chugging, the hellish denizens of the Shadow Dimension would pour through. 
 
    “It’s always something,” I muttered. 
 
    “Pardon?” asked Rax. 
 
    “Well, little buddy,” I said. “You have a choice. I’m going to kamikaze on those apes. That means I’m likely going to die. I can set you down here, so you survive.” 
 
    “That is very thoughtful of you, Logan. Yes, I prefer to remain here. In time, I will tell the highest officials of the Galactic Guard about your unstinting heroism in their name.” 
 
    “Or you can risk it with me and record what happens for posterity.” 
 
    “No,” Rax said. “I prefer you set me down.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” 
 
    “Are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “No,” I said shortly. “Good-bye, Rax.” 
 
    “Well, I was joking,” he said, as I put my hand on his outer shell. “I perceive the platforms and apes. If you die, it will not end well for the rest of us. That means I will still likely perish. Thus, my probability for survival will heighten if I aid you in your rash suicide assault.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” I demanded. 
 
    “In point of fact, yes. Have you examined the case Jenna gave you earlier?” 
 
    “Where do you think I got the blaster I’m carrying?” 
 
    “There are three pulse grenades in the case. If you can throw far enough, I think you will find them sufficient to do most of the killing work. Afterward, you may be able to mop up the survivors with your blaster.” 
 
    Muttering under my breath, I opened the case and extracted the pulse grenades. They were heavy little beauties. Clicking the settings into place, I stood up, cocked my arm back as far as it would go, and as if heaving the winning long bomb in the Super Bowl, I hurled the grenade. I could throw farther than I used to because of my upgraded strength. Without waiting to see if the grenade made it, I picked up the next and did the same, throwing it in a different area. I barely heaved the last of them before I threw myself behind the stone outcropping. 
 
    Three vivid white flashes and loud explosions told me they’d worked. I gathered myself— 
 
    “Wait until I say,” Rax told me. 
 
    I did— 
 
    “Now,” Rax said. 
 
    I jumped up with the blaster in hand and sprinted over the glowing and cratered ground. Metal burned. So did giant dead apes. There were also metal and ape chunks everywhere. 
 
    “Damn,” I said. “Those things are deadly.” 
 
    “And expel too many Z rays.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “Death to all life-forms,” Rax said. “Fortunately, they dissipate in a matter of seconds. Now, Logan, I detect three stirring apes. They were undoubtedly the captains. They will have received better shield generators. You must dispatch them before they can communicate with the Ocelot.” 
 
    I kept sprinting, and saw intact apes stirring. I shot and killed them in short order. I shot two others for good measure. 
 
    “Excellent work,” Rax said. “Argon and Jenna have left the building.” 
 
    “You’re in communication with him?” 
 
    “Do you really need me to answer that?” 
 
    “Where to next?” I said. 
 
    After Rax told me, I began running. The place was two and a half miles away and there were no further distractions to slow me. Rax caused the main hatch to open into a low steel building. I entered and cased the place, finding no Gigantopithecuses or other dangers. 
 
    Finding a chair in one room, flopping on it, I asked, “Is Argon almost here?” 
 
    “He will arrive in five minutes,” Rax said. “I suggest you warm up the T-pad.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, heaving to my feet. 
 
    Following Rax’s instructions in a different room, I activated a board. Farther inside lights lit upon a raised dais with various circular pads on it. The dais reminded me of the T-pad in my lost Guard shuttle. The pads here began thrumming with energy. 
 
    “Do we have a destination in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, assuredly,” Rax said. 
 
    “The Ocelot?” 
 
    “It would be quite stupid of us to go there,” Rax said, “as Nerelon Brontios would simply capture us.” 
 
    “Where to, then?” I shouted. 
 
    Rax told me. 
 
    I would have demanded an explanation for his absurd answer. Before that happened, Argon and Jenna raced inside. Ailuros was still unconsciousness in her husband’s arms. 
 
    “Quick,” Argon said. “Get onto the pads.” 
 
    “But—” I said. 
 
    Argon jumped onto the T-dais. A panting Jenna followed suit. Muttering and confused, I also followed. Before I could ask for confirmation of Rax’s absurd answer, all of us began to fade away. 
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    We appeared on the surface approximately an hour after sunrise at Baikonur Cosmodrome. It was 124 miles east of the Aral Sea in the desert steppe of Kazakhstan, which put it in the middle of the Eurasian continent. The Kazakh government leased the facility to Russia. The area used to be under the control of Soviet Russia. 
 
    The sky was intensely blue, and the steppe was a desert like most of Nevada. The shape of the leased area was 56 miles east to west and 53 miles north to south with the cosmodrome in the center. 
 
    The Communist Soviet Russians had built the place in the late 1950s for its space program. In fact, it was the world’s first and largest space launch facility. Since the end of the U.S. Space Shuttle program, it was where most manned space flights were launched. 
 
    That was the reason we were here, of course. 
 
    We appeared on a tarmac, with elite and armed Russian spetsnaz or Special Force soldiers surrounding us. A few Russian tanks were there for good measure. They must have been expecting us. 
 
    An unsurprised Russian colonel approached, corroborating my thought. The man was a chunky officer with red checks and hard eyes, and he looked decidedly nervous as he smoked a cigarette. 
 
    He looked at Argon, nodding and half-bowing, and he regarded me. “Sergei Gromyko sends his greetings.” 
 
    “Sergei’s alive?” I asked. 
 
    “Da,” the colonel said. 
 
    The last I’d heard, Sergei Gromyko had joined CAU. He used to work for the Ukrainian Mafia in America but had actually worked for an alien using the mafia. I’d met Sergei when Kazz and Philemon had pirated my Guard shuttle and I had been forced to find the chronowarp. 
 
    “I’m surprised an American Ukrainian is helping you Russians,” I said, deliberately tactlessly. 
 
    The thick-bodied colonel shrugged. “We are all Earthmen and all hope to survive the alien threat.” 
 
    I turned to Jenna. “He knows about the Ocelot?” 
 
    “Most of the highest ranked spooks do,” Jenna said quietly. “This was all your idea, by the way. The CIA and the ex-KGB are working together on this. The Chinese, Iranian and Israeli spymasters, among others, are in it to win it as well.” 
 
    “Hot damn,” I said. “World peace in our time.” 
 
    “Allies of the moment,” Jenna replied. “When brutal aliens start attacking, humanity better forget its squabbles, or it’s finished. This time, the head spooks, at least, and some of the elite military units are part of a huge coordinated effort. You’re the tip of the spear, Logan. Every country with ballistic nuclear-tipped missiles is going to help.” 
 
    “And my part is what, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “To join me,” Argon said. 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    “I’ll explain as we get ready.” Argon paused. “This was your idea originally. It was a good one, probably the only one with a chance of success. Now, come. The Russians are nervous enough. They want to launch us before Nerelon finds out what they’re doing. He might prematurely begin dropping hell-burners, targeting Russia first if he figures this out in time.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, bemused. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The Russian colonel pointed the way, and he began running. It wasn’t something he should try often. The ring of spetsnaz soldiers ran with us as an outer perimeter guard. 
 
    Soon enough, the colonel, Argon, Jenna and I jumped aboard a large jeep. The colonel drove like a madman, burning rubber as he sped for a huge Soyuz-2 rocket in the distance. 
 
    Argon sat in front, looking like a thoughtful Greek god in repose. That’s when it hit me. 
 
    “What happened to Ailuros?” I asked. 
 
    Argon did not even look back a little, although I’m sure he’d heard me. 
 
    Jenna nudged my side. “During the teleportation, Argon sent her elsewhere?” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    She stared at me, finally muttering, “I wouldn’t ask so much about her. She’s fine for now.” 
 
    I finally shrugged, looking around as Jenna explained in my ear. 
 
    We headed for Site 31/6: the place the Russians launched humans into low Earth orbit, sending people to the International Space Station. 
 
    “America, England, France, Israel, India, China and Russia are all going to fire nuclear-armed ballistic missiles at the GGS Ocelot,” Jenna shouted in my ear. “Argon has given each of those countries equipment linked to his main scanner. That’s how they’re able to see the cloaked dreadnought. It has taken time, but techs have put new flight software into each. The attack will use most of Earth’s supply of nuclear missiles.” 
 
    “Why not all?” I shouted. 
 
    “All would be better,” Jenna agreed. “But each country wanted to hold some missiles back. You must know why?” 
 
    “Because everyone trusts each other so much,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    Jenna nodded. 
 
    “And Argon and I are going up there with the Ultimate Annihilator?” I asked. 
 
    I saw the colonel lean back with his right ear. 
 
    Jenna shot me a reproaching look. “Once Argon gets close enough, he will use his personal energy to destroy the dreadnought.” 
 
    I almost asked, “What personal energy?” Instead, I said, “He’s the Ultimate Annihilator, all right.” 
 
    Argon shifted in his seat, almost turning to stare at me. I had the feeling he raised his eyebrows and barely restrained himself from shaking his head in disapproval. 
 
    “Nice recovery,” Jenna mouthed at me. 
 
    I shrugged, smiling. 
 
    Jenna pointed at the nearing Soyuz-2 rocket. It was big and ugly looking, and far too top heavy for my tastes. 
 
    It hit me then. I was going back into space, but in a frail human-built spacecraft. We were somehow supposed to finish the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot, a Galactic Guard super-ship. We two were supposed to do that, or did anyone think the ballistic missiles would reach the dreadnought? 
 
    “You’re not saying much, Rax,” I said. 
 
    “I would like to remain behind this mission, but I feel I must go.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I said. 
 
    “I do not give us a high probability of—” 
 
    “Can it, Rax. I’m feeling funky enough about this mission as it is.” 
 
    I kept staring at the Soyuz-2 rocket and telling myself this was the safest rocket in human history. It was hard to believe. I remembered as a kid watching the Shuttle blow up with Sally Ride in it. My teachers had told us how important it was sending a woman into space. Then, the Shuttle blew up, and my teachers hadn’t known what to say afterward. 
 
    Jenna must have seen something on my face. “You can do this, Logan. It will be a piece of cake after everything else you’ve done.” 
 
    “I used Polarion equipment before,” I said, stopping there. The curious colonel was leaning an ear toward me again. 
 
    It was weird thinking about this. The entire world was going to be helping, giving Argon and me cover by launching ballistic missiles at the city-killing GGS vessel. I wondered then, as the vehicle came to a screeching halt, if this was going to be my last ride into space. 
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    Argon and I went up alone into the Soyuz capsule. A Polarion had been waiting in there. He rose and nodded to Argon. Argon patted him on the shoulder, and the man left, taking the elevator down. 
 
    That left just Argon, Rax and me to get ready. 
 
    Now that we were alone, Argon turned and stared at me. He made it uncomfortable, and his eyes took on that shine of power that Nerelon Brontios had shown from time to time. 
 
    “There are many things I could say,” Argon began in his superior way of talking. “You…” 
 
    “Hey, look,” I said, “just so we’re clear, nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Argon asked. It was one of the first times he seemed confused. 
 
    “Uh…” I said, wondering if I’d put my foot in it. 
 
    “Between whom?” he asked. 
 
    I hesitated, and I decided that Argon was no idiot. He was deliberately choosing to ignore… How did he know anything had gone on between Ailuros and me? Or did he know his wife had the hots for strong men, world-savers like me? Likely, the man—the Polarion—knew his wife. Maybe she’d given him grief for centuries. Maybe he’d done stuff to her to make her this way. I didn’t know. Right now—I was going to say I didn’t care, but I did care. If anyone one person could kick my butt, it was Argon. 
 
    “It is time to get ready,” he said. 
 
    “Where’s the Ultimate Annihilator?” I asked. 
 
    “We will assemble it in space.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we put it together here?” 
 
    Argon shook his head. 
 
    “Care to tell me why not?” 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “It is better if we proceed in a linear manner. There are factors here you do not understand.” 
 
    “So, clue me in,” I said. 
 
    “That would be…unwise,” Argon replied. “The crystal understands… Firstly, Logan, I believe you should know that Nerelon Brontios and I are siblings.” 
 
    “Brothers?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    “I find explaining anything to you distasteful,” Argon said. “However, in the interests of Galactic survival, I feel I should ‘clue you in,’ a little. Nerelon is exceptionally clever. He has developed sensors of extraordinary sensitivity. Once we assemble…it, he will know. He will act swiftly, as that is what I would do. That’s why I’m here. I have the highest chance of keeping him at bay long enough.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Argon’s majestic features tightened as if in pain. “You have a gift, Logan. You can upset any Polarion, and in quite a short time. I’m unsure how you achieve this, but there it is.” 
 
    “Why are you all butt-hurt at me?” I said. “I saved you from the Gigantopithecuses, remember?” 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Rax said softly. “That was the wrong tack to take.” 
 
    Argon’s lips pressed against each other and his brows thundered. Then, abruptly, he laughed. It wasn’t a belly laugh, but it was more than a snort. It was also a tension-reliever. 
 
    “You saved me,” Argon said. “You acted nobly, in fact. Although it pains me to say this, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. 
 
    Argon cocked his head before regarding me again. “It’s time to suit up. Liftoff is in ten minutes.” 
 
    For the next few minutes, neither of us said a word. I donned a similar spacesuit to the one I’d worn while sledding from the Antaran Asteroid Belt base to the Polarion one. This spacesuit lacked any foul smells, and it was easy to put on. 
 
    Argon in his spacesuit and helmet pointed at a crash seat. I strapped in. He did likewise. We waited several minutes. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “If you would connect to the equipment…” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    Rax told me, and I used my tongue to depress a few interior helmet switches. 
 
    “Can you hear me now?” Argon asked. 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” I said. 
 
    “Turn on your HUD. You might find this interesting.” 
 
    I did as he suggested, and the inner visor acted as a mini-TV screen. I saw the words NORTH DAKOTA above the shot of a silo field. A second later, American ballistic missiles began rising from the open silos. The scene switched as British and then French ballistic missiles began rising from their respective fields. Secret Israeli missiles left their launch sites. Indian and Chinese ballistic missiles also began rising from their silos. 
 
    The world’s nuclear powers were attempting to hit back at the alien dreadnought that had sent two meteors against two great cities. 
 
    “What’s Nerelon going to do about this?” I asked. 
 
    “Assess the situation first,” Argon said. “We have forty-seven seconds to liftoff.” 
 
    I saw a scene shift inside my visor. Russian missiles began rising. And then I saw space lightning appear from orbit and zigzag toward the planet. On the HUD, a bolt of lightning destroyed the first human-built ballistic missile. More lightning flashed. More missiles exploded as they climbed for space. 
 
    My spacesuit conditioner began to hum. I realized I had begun to sweat. “Argon,” I said. 
 
    He did not answer. A second later, I understood why. 
 
    A gigantic roar sounded, and I felt the first Gs pressing against me. That roar grew into a thunderous sound, and the Gs pressing against me grew, too. 
 
    We had begun liftoff, leaving launch site 31/6 of the Baikonur Cosmodrome. I briefly forgot about the plan as the Soyuz-2 rocket really began shaking and roaring, gaining velocity to take the two of us—the three of us if you count Rax—into low Earth orbit. 
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    This was a three-stage rocket. The first stage quit, fell away, and the second stage took over. We went through that again until Argon took over manually. 
 
    “Logan,” he said in my helmet speaker. 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” I asked. 
 
    “Speak normally,” he said. “This is a terrible event. I hope I never have to do something like this again.” 
 
    “You have more siblings?” I asked. 
 
    He turned his helmet toward me. Even though he had a mirrored visor as I did, I felt his stare burning into me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I was just trying to bleed off nervousness.” 
 
    “I’m rerouting your HUD to my scanner,” Argon said. “Now, look.” 
 
    I studied my HUD. I saw a few ballistic missiles heading at the now-visible dreadnought. It was a huge ship. It wasn’t built as you’d think, symmetrical and cool like on a sci-fi show. Instead, it seemed the builder must have dragged a huge magnet over a junkyard, collecting hundreds of random pieces to make a supposedly invincible GGS warship. No wonder Nerelon had wanted to cloak it from human eyes. It was not sharp-looking, but according to Rax and the two meteor strikes, it was deadly as all get out. 
 
    As I’d said at the beginning, I’d been waiting to join the Galactic Guard, thinking I was finally going to leave Earth for an alien service. Instead, Nerelon Brontios and Company had pirated the ungainly Ocelot, and with it, threatened to lay waste everything I held dear. 
 
    “Debby,” I whispered. 
 
    “I can sympathize with your feeling,” Argon said. 
 
    That surprised me. I looked at him as I shrank the HUD image and sent it to the lower left visor corner. He did not turn to look at me again. He seemed busy gathering stuff or unpacking— 
 
    Abruptly, our Soyuz capsule stopped spewing exhaust. We drifted, and weightlessness came to our little space vessel. 
 
    That helped Argon unpack. He pulled out a glowing ball with sparkling motes inside it—the Prometheus Stone. He released it and the ball floated in place. 
 
    “Have you ever been to the giant golden ziggurat?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Argon said. “I built it.” 
 
    “Using native help?” I asked. 
 
    “No. We brought our own impressed workers.” 
 
    “Humans?” 
 
    “You saw the High Slith. We used the regular Slith.” 
 
    “How are the high and low Slith different?” 
 
    “In countless ways,” Argon said. “The Slith—they are not called Low Slith—lack wings and heightened intelligence. They made excellent workers. That was a good time,” he said, as if reminiscing. 
 
    “I bet it was a blast for the Slith, too.” 
 
    He ignored that and begun to unpack the next item. Soon, he held a glowing sphere. He seemed to concentrate and smashed the sphere with his space-suited fingers. With a wave of his hand he caused the shards to coalesce, which he put back in the box. That left a little hearing-aid-like device that floated in place. It was the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit. 
 
    “Who made that?” I asked. 
 
    Argon did not answer. 
 
    “Rax?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Rax said. “I am beginning to think it is of superior design.” 
 
    “Polarion, you mean?” 
 
    “Better than Polarion,” he said. 
 
    That was interesting, and more than a little daunting. I hope I never came across the beings who built items superior to those of the Polarions. 
 
    In his spacesuit, Argon pushed himself across the capsule. He went into a different compartment, returning with a bazooka-like weapon. I’d watched a lot of WWII movies as a kid. The bazooka had been one of my favorite weapons. In the movies, American troops used it, a hollow tube that a soldier set on his shoulder. Another shoved in the shell and tapped the first soldier on the other shoulder. The bazooka was supposed to have been an antitank weapon. 
 
    Ours was bigger and had block parts along with range-finding devices attached everywhere. It looked far more high-tech than a mere WWII bazooka. 
 
    “Here,” Argon said over the helmet-com. He heaved the shell of the Ultimate Annihilator—the “bazooka” toward me. 
 
    The thing slowly sailed my way. 
 
    “It has more mass than you would expect,” Rax told me. 
 
    It might not have weight, but catching a small item while weightless was different from catching an anvil, say. The anvil, with its greater mass, might simply keep going and crush you against a bulkhead. 
 
    I set myself and caught the shell of the Ultimate Annihilator. 
 
    “You’re not going to assemble it?” I asked. 
 
    “I must not,” Argon said. “I took a vow long ago…” 
 
    “You’ve used it before, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Argon said simply. 
 
    “Against whom or what?” 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said sharply. “Do not ask him that.” 
 
    “I already—sorry,” I told Argon. 
 
    Argon had been in the process of taking off his helmet. Something about that had struck me wrong. I had a feeling it was a ritual, and after he finished the ritual, he would have tried to kill me for what I’d asked. 
 
    “Hey, it’s no big deal, Argon,” I said as lightly as I could. “I’ll assemble this thing, and I guess I’ll fire it too.” 
 
    “If you are able,” Argon said. 
 
    That was a strange thing to say, but I shrugged it off. Oh, I would be able to fire it all right. I kept thinking about Debby, about San Francisco and Beijing. Tough guy Nerelon Brontios was going to learn that you didn’t screw around with Earth or its sons and survive. 
 
    “Warning,” Rax said. 
 
    As the crystal said it, the entire Soyuz capsule shuddered, and a bolt of purple lightning flashed through, as well. 
 
    “Shit!” I shouted. 
 
    Another bolt lanced through our space vessel. 
 
    “Argon!” I shouted. “Do something!” 
 
    The space-suited Polarion gathered himself, and leapt as a third bolt smashed through the disintegrating capsule. Argon held up his gloved hands, and I noticed a nimbus around them. 
 
    The bolt zagged to the nimbus, and Argon seemed to absorb the shot. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” I shouted. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Logan,” Rax said. “Argon likely cannot hear you. He is in conflict with his brother.” 
 
    “Those aren’t discharges from an Ocelot battery?” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Rax said. “Nerelon desires the Ultimate Annihilator. He doesn’t want to destroy it, but you two instead. Those are personal discharges.” 
 
    “A fight between the gods, huh?” 
 
    “No, Polarions,” Rax said. “You humans have always been too impressed with impressive humanoids. Your ancient ancestors likely looked upon them as gods and therefore—” 
 
    “No more history lesson, Rax. We gotta strike back while we’re able.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rax said. “If you would take the Annihilator and finish assembling it in the other compartment, I think we can end this.” 
 
    I glanced back at Argon. The nimbus around him had grown. He glowed, and he absorbed yet another purple lightning bolt, or whatever it was that Nerelon Brontios fired out of his finger. Why didn’t Argon fire back? Maybe he couldn’t. 
 
    I gathered the floating items and carried them in one arm, while I took the shell of the weapon in the other and jumped. I sailed toward an open hatch into a different compartment. This was a modified Soyuz capsule. 
 
    “Do you think this will still work?” I asked Rax. 
 
    At that moment, a new kind of ray must have struck the Soyuz capsule. I felt warm, looked back at Argon, and saw that he held one hand forward and one aimed back at me. I noticed that I glowed. He’d surrounded me with his nimbus. 
 
    Then, the Soyuz capsule exploded, shredding apart as the metal of it flew in all directions. 
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    Have you ever found yourself floating in low Earth orbit? I doubt it, huh? Well, that was my fate right now. There were shredded Soyuz pieces everywhere, space junk. If one of those pieces sliced my spacesuit, I would be dead. 
 
    Argon’s glow had dwindled, but there were no more purple bolts zinging in, either. We were floating in our spacesuits. I looked down at Earth and saw a last few ballistic missiles blazing their way up. 
 
    They never made it. I don’t think any of the missiles did. 
 
    Argon was waving an arm, maybe to get my attention. I looked at him and noticed him pointing. 
 
    In the far distance, something bright glowed in space. I guess that was the Ocelot coming to check out its master’s handiwork. Would Nerelon kill me out of hand? I was expecting it. 
 
    Then, I saw the strangest thing. Argon used the glow of his right gloved hand to move himself toward me. Did that make physics sense? I’m guessing if I used some higher form of Polarion mathematics it would have. But I’d never been into higher math. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. I could barely hear him. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. 
 
    “Good, good, there is still a chance,” Rax said. “You foresaw this, too, and we prepared for it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Argon reached me and gripped my spacesuit with his left gloved hand and used the glowing right to propel us among the floating junk of the exploded Soyuz capsule. 
 
    I recognized the Prometheus Stone, and Argon picked up the CCC with part of his nimbus. Now, we just needed the Odin Lens. I saw the carrying case Jenna had used before. It floated nearby. 
 
    Likely, the pieces had an unnatural connection to the shell of the Ultimate Annihilator, and that tube of mass had not blown away. That made no sense to me, but I was certain Rax would explain it later as an obvious extension of Polarion physics.  
 
    The point was that as the Ocelot made its way toward us, I reached the bazooka-like shell. A dreamlike state began to fog my senses. It must have been the combined proximity of the three items or maybe Nerelon Brontios attempted to ray a confusion beam at me. 
 
    In a trance, I took the Prometheus Stone. It wanted to shine as brightly as it could. I felt the beat of it thrumming through my space-gloves. I also sensed Argon containing its wonderful brilliance. 
 
    “Hey, Stone,” I slurred like a drunkard. “Do you remember me? I helped free you from the ziggurat.” 
 
    Did the beat, the thrum, change cadence? I thought so, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    I pressed a button and a slot opened on the weapon. I shoved the Prometheus Stone into the opening. What do you know? It was a perfect fit. The opening shut, too. 
 
    Next, I took the Celestial Cybernetic Circuit. It was like a piece of ganglia, a nerve. There was no thrum, no beat, but the thing wanted to cybernetically reconnect with my mind. 
 
    I blocked that through sheer stubbornness. Like Odysseus passing the sirens, I could hear a song of promise in my mind. The things we could do together, we would blow the collective mind of the universe. I would become Logan the Great and Wonderful. I found myself grinning so hard that my mouth hurt. Still, there was a pragmatic part of me, the mule of the pigheaded stubbornness, my inner core. It refused the CCC’s offer. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked myself. 
 
    “No,” the mule of me said. 
 
    “The girls I could have.” 
 
    “No,” it repeated. 
 
    “The righteous actions I could take.” 
 
    “Lord Acton,” the mule of me said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t become corrupt.” 
 
    The mule of me began laughing at myself. 
 
    Abruptly, the siren song of power quit. I found that I’d inserted the CCC into its proper location in the weapon. The ganglia, the nerve, of the Ultimate Annihilator begun functioning, using the Prometheus Stone to begin powering up. 
 
    I laughed aloud, the sound echoing in my helmet. Then, I became somber. I recalled Debby. She was dead. The vengeance I would enact because of that. The world would learn the dread of Logan Superstar. It would quake under the heel of my strength. I, Odin, King of the Viking Gods— 
 
    I closed my eyelids, squeezing them, and then forcing myself to study the Odin Lens in my gloved hand. 
 
    Quickly, I slid the lens into the barrel. It was the focusing device. 
 
    The Ultimate Annihilator felt unbelievably heavy. It was like a weight on my soul. I had a burden now, a grave responsibility. I could destroy whatever I wanted. I needed merely to aim and fire. 
 
    It was weird, but I had an image of myself as the great avenger of Earth. I would ride like, like— 
 
    The dreamlike quality drained from my mind. I realized that Argon had been active while I assembled the great and terrible weapon. 
 
    Now, however, I stood in a sidecar, a space sidecar. This sidecar was attached to an Antaran space sled. It was just like the one I’d used while traveling through the Asteroid Belt. Argon lay on the sled, his gloved hands on the bars as he expelled thrust. We headed toward the growing brightness of the GGS Dreadnought Ocelot. 
 
    We must have brought the sled and sidecar up with us in the Soyuz capsule. 
 
    In that moment, I felt godlike indeed. Argon had become like Hermes or Mercury, the messenger god in some of the old tales of the Greeks and Romans. I was like Lord Zeus, or Jupiter if one used the Roman name. We headed like American avengers on our space cycle. 
 
    I liked that. I began to puff out my chest. “Hey, Nerelon Brontios,” I said. “Are you ready to die, you dickhead?” 
 
    “No, Logan,” Nerelon replied, surprising me. He’d heard that? “It is you who are about to die, little gnat.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, before I realized the Polarion had spoken through my helmet earphones. 
 
    “You can still survive this,” Nerelon said in his deep, majestic voice. “I lied to you before. I can indeed revive Debby. I can do it through the Synthesizer. Take any woman you want. We will reshape her thinking and appearance, and you will have your Debby back.” 
 
    He ought not to have said that. I remembered the Ailuros lookalike he’d sent to me. He’d torn out her eyes. That had been wicked. Did he think I wanted any part of that kind of power? 
 
    With the Annihilator, I aimed at the approaching GGS super-ship. Normally, aiming at a distant object like that would have been impossible for a mere man. But the CCC in the Annihilator knew what I wanted and helped me aim exactly. 
 
    “Anything you desire,” Nerelon said, sounding a little worried, it seemed to me. “I can give you whatever you want.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said, “because I want you to die, you bastard.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger, and baby, that Ultimate Annihilator began to churn inside and shake, rattle and—a pure destructive beam shot out of the Odin Lens. That beam launched across space, and it hit the force field of the mighty GGS dreadnought. The field winked out, which almost disappointed me. I had expected something else, a prolonged, dramatic contest maybe. 
 
    The beam struck the ugly looking Ocelot. The bright exhaust vanished and— 
 
    “Logan, please,” Nerelon Brontios said. “You don’t know—” 
 
    “I don’t know what?” I shouted. “What were you going to say?” 
 
    There was a flash in space. 
 
    “Logan,” a tiny-voiced thing said. “Logan, can you hear me?” 
 
    “What is it, Rax?” 
 
    “You can stop firing. You won. It’s over. The Ocelot and all its crew are destroyed. The Ultimate Annihilator caused their total obliteration.” 
 
    With reluctance, I released my gloved trigger finger. The beam quit, and I felt a strange, tempting desire to turn the Ultimate Annihilator on Earth and watch it vanish, too. Destroying things was fun. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “The gun wants to keep destroying.” 
 
    I found myself turning around. I felt Argon watching me from his prone position on the sled. If he rose to stop me, I’d kill him on the spot. 
 
    “No,” I panted with horror. “I’m done with this.” 
 
    I ripped my arms off the Ultimate Annihilator, and I plucked the Odin Lens out of it. Like that, the compulsion to keep destroying stuff vanished. I’d broken the connection between them and me, and then between them. 
 
    “Logan?” Argon asked through my helmet speakers. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, feeling sleepy. 
 
    “Congratulations, mortal. You did it. You defeated the most powerful Polarion of all, and you did it without destroying your soul.” 
 
    I blinked at Argon. 
 
    “I know how you feel. I can never fire the weapon again,” he said. “If I do, I will never be able to stop.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “It is the same. You have used it, and now, you can never use it again or you will become the Ultimate Destroyer.” 
 
    “Heavy stuff,” I muttered. 
 
    “We will have one of the International Space Station personnel dismantle the rest of the weapon.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I have changed course,” Argon said. “We’re heading there.” 
 
    “We’ve won? We really killed…your brother?” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, we also annihilated the GGS vessel. The Galactic Guard will likely not be coming to Earth any time soon. Your world was in the Ocelot’s jurisdiction. It will be many years before a new dreadnought takes up the Ocelot’s old post.” 
 
    “So now what happens?” I asked. 
 
    “That is something you and I will have to decide.” 
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    Argon and I made it to the International Space Station just in time for Ailuros to teleport us back down to the subterranean T-chamber near the Great Machine. Argon had left her in the chamber for just this eventually. 
 
    In his spacesuit, Argon lumbered to the controls, gently hip-checking Ailuros out of the way. After tearing off his gloves, he teleported down the space sled in pieces. I dragged them off the dais to make room. He also brought the Ultimate Annihilator, manipulating the machine so the tube, stone and circuit appeared separately. I’d carried the Odin Lens in a case, so we already had it here. 
 
    It was strange. I took off my helmet in time to see Argon and Ailuros stare at each other. Argon had removed his helmet. Could they communicate telepathically? I wouldn’t have put it past them. How long had it been since they’d spoken or seen each other like this? 
 
    “Argon,” she finally said. 
 
    “Wife,” he replied. 
 
    He held out his arms to her. She bit her lip and looked away, and she noticed me staring at them. 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Argon said. 
 
    “Kill him, as he laid hands upon me.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, speaking up in my defense. “I knocked her out because she wanted to maim me.” 
 
    Argon held up a single open hand toward me, forestalling. 
 
    I wanted to say more, but I got the message and held my tongue. 
 
    “Wise,” Rax whispered barely loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    Argon stared at Ailuros. Slowly, she approached him. He held out his arms again. She lowered her head and entered his embrace. He hugged her. She lifted her face up to him, and he kissed her. 
 
    “I’m not sorry about any of this,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Argon arched a single eyebrow. 
 
    “Maybe we can discuss it later,” she said softly. 
 
    He nodded, and he released her. She moved behind him and no longer seemed interested in me. 
 
    “Your world is safe from the Ocelot and Nerelon Brontios,” Argon told me. “The rest of us will be leaving shortly. We will use a portal to go quietly. I do not think any of us will be coming back to Earth soon.” 
 
    “What about—?” 
 
    “A moment,” Argon said, interrupting me. “I’m not finished speaking.” 
 
    I nodded. It sounded like he was saying goodbye. Maybe he wanted to leave us “mortals” some last instructions, though. 
 
    “Ailuros will return the Prometheus Stone to the ziggurat,” Argon said. “A few others will accompany her in order to take care of the High Sliths, in case they wish to thwart her. I will carry the Odin Lens, taking it to a world unknown to you. The Celestial Cybernetic Circuit is another matter. I will not leave it here, but it will go…elsewhere.” 
 
    “That leaves the shell of the weapon,” I said. 
 
    “It will remain on Earth.” 
 
    “Uh…do you have a suggestion where it should go?” 
 
    “If it were me,” Argon said, “I would put it somewhere down here.” 
 
    I nodded. That sounded like a good idea. 
 
    Argon cocked his head, finally signing. “You did well, Logan. You’ve proven yourself a resourceful agent. I endorse your remaining on Earth. Now, I lack any authority in the Galactic Guard. The highest officials there no doubt suspect there are living Polarions in the universe. But we are not in communication, as none of us wish to deal with them. Still, I suspect those officials would agree with me in suggesting that you maintain your anonymity here. You’re going to face some hard decisions in the next few days. I suggest that you gather the last agents of the Counter-Alien Unit. Chose a new director and decide who should run and maintain the Great Machine.” 
 
    “You want me to rule Earth?” 
 
    “On no account,” Argon said. “I suggest you refrain from that in any way. Your world isn’t ready yet to face the truth of Galactic civilization.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” I said. “Freaking meteors took out two huge cities. The nuclear-armed nations launched most of their ballistic missiles. The International Space Station people saw us vanish. Spooks everywhere know about us and about the Ocelot, and that includes some hardcore hombres and too many elite soldiers.” 
 
    “Logan, surely you are not so naïve to believe that governments admit the truth to their peoples. There are endless cover-ups on a daily basis. This will simply be another one.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “The media is expert at diverting people to other things,” Argon said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “The Great Machine must remain hidden. Now that Sand is gone, someone must take his place. It strikes me that CAU personnel would be the best choice for doing that. CAU must learn to recruit choice individuals from everywhere. You have some special tools for doing that, and for wiping memories if you must.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. That sounded like a big job, a heavy one, full of terrible responsibility. I didn’t think I was the right man for the job. Fighting aliens was one thing. Being a bureaucrat running a hidden organization…I didn’t want any part of that. 
 
    Argon cocked his head again. “Ah. It has already begun. I must leave sooner than I thought.” 
 
    “What’s begun?” I asked. 
 
    Argon’s brow furrowed. Abruptly, he marched to the T-panel and manipulated it quickly. 
 
    The dais began to glow. Seconds later, Jenna and a few other CAU personnel appeared. One of them was bleeding from the shoulder. It looked like a bullet wound.  
 
    “Logan,” Jenna said. “We need a doctor. Morris is hit.” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. 
 
    “Chinese and Israeli commandos attacked us,” Jenna said. “I thought we were goners until we teleported here.” 
 
    “Why did they attack you?” I shouted. 
 
    Argon chuckled. 
 
    I whirled toward him. “You think that’s funny?” I shouted. 
 
    “Study your world’s history,” Argon said. “It will give you a clue as to why they attacked. Now, we’re leaving.” 
 
    Of course. They wanted the alien tech for themselves. “What should I do next?” I said. 
 
    Argon collected the boxed Prometheus Stone, the CCC and the Odin Lens. Then, Ailuros and he ran to the T-dais. A second later, they disappeared to who knows where. 
 
    “Jenna,” I said helplessly. 
 
    Two of the CAU agents had laid Morris on the floor. 
 
    I stared at Morris for a long moment and finally made a decision, hurrying to the T-dais. 
 
    “Do you know how to use this thing?” I asked Rax. 
 
    “I have been studying it,” the crystal replied. “Yes. What do you want me to do?” 
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    The Chinese and Israelis weren’t the only ones to make a grab for the control of alien technology. They were merely the first. Other nations’ spies and elite soldiers got into the act, too. 
 
    Argon’s reference to history made sense later. I think he meant WWII. Back then, most of the world’s nations had joined in order to fight Nazi Germany and militant Japan. The leaders of England, France and the United States had most definitely not trusted Josef Stalin of the Soviet Union before that. During WWII, Stalin and the others appeared to be best buds. America shipped massive amounts of war materiel to Russia so she could keep fighting the Germans. Most people know the story. Germany and Japan lost, and the alliance between Russia and America almost immediately become strained. Truman and company dropped the A-bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan partly in order to show Stalin that he’d better be a good boy or else. 
 
    Stalin didn’t listen, though, and raised the Iron Curtain across Eastern Europe. That was the beginning of the Cold War between the former WWII allies. 
 
    There were endless historical examples about this kind of thing. Alexander the Great’s officers fought some of the greatest military campaigns and battles in history. They did so as a band of brothers. Once Alexander died, though, most of the brilliant officers started backbiting and maneuvering against each other. They split Alexander’s huge empire into various parts, creating kingdoms for themselves and marching phalanxes at each other while using the tactics Alexander and his father Philip had taught them. 
 
    The point of the history lesson was that when a great danger arises threatening many, men often band together. Once that mighty danger passes, the band dissolves, and the leaders of the various sides consider how to grab the most power before the other guys do. 
 
    The powers or nations of the world had united against Nerelon Brontios and the Ocelot. Those threats were gone. Now, men and women lusted after the alien technology they’d seen. If nothing else, they wanted to grab it before the other countries got hold of it before they did. 
 
    Did such actions make those people evil? Sometimes, it did. Sometimes, those actions indicated that those people were stupid and shortsighted. What would I have done in their place? 
 
    I don’t know. I wasn’t in their place. I believe I had a better idea of what was out there, though. But how could I control the situation? How could I arrange it so things went back to normal or as normal as could be managed? 
 
    What happened was this: With Rax’s help and Jenna’s suggestions, I teleported every CAU agent I could find down here with us. That gave me less than one hundred people. I told them the situation. Jenna backed me, while Rax told me about the memory erasers Sand had in storage. 
 
    The giant robots appeared to have used those on certain people throughout the centuries. 
 
    Anyway, after a big speech, I asked if anyone wanted out. Three people did. We experimented on them using the memory erasers. I’m sorry to say that we wiped the first man’s mind blank. He died a day later. The second time, we got it right. The same happened with the single woman who was tired of all this and wanted to rest. 
 
    Afterward, I ordered them into isolation cells. We would watch them for a time, and then put them into cities with easy government jobs. 
 
    I had a plan for taking care of that part of the problem. 
 
    After that, the rest of the CAU agents began thinking and making suggestions. If this wasn’t a team effort, I knew it wasn’t going to work. 
 
    With Rax’s technical knowledge and aid, Sand’s surface scanning technology and the experimental teleportation machine, we caused every alien artifact or Polarion item to disappear from sight and reappear down here. We wanted to make sure the world’s spymasters and elite soldiers had nothing to fight over. 
 
    Afterward, Jenna’s picked team monitored the news outlets, trying to gage the world’s reactions to all this. The major media outlets had already turned to different topics. A horribly destructive hurricane in the Philippines was the main story. That would indicate most of the major world government leaders wanted to suppress interest in alien dangers and technologies. 
 
    The internet was different. There, millions of people speculated on what had really happened. Some of the sharper bloggers had figured out the truth. Luckily, although many commentators on the blogs believed them, they didn’t believe them enough to do anything about it. 
 
    The greatest threat appeared a week later, and it was only a chance scan that had picked it up. 
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    The immensity of the subterranean realm of the Great Machine awed me. As I’d often said earlier, it was under Utah and parts of Nevada. I had been using a leftover Antaran flyer, traveling from one end of the state-sized area to the other. 
 
    Before he was destroyed, Sand had collected an impressive amount of alien machinery. Fortunately for us, a few of his robots had survived. I’d spoken with the leader, and he’d agreed to continue servicing the Great Machine. He told me, though, that he would soon need help. 
 
    As I flew tonight, I felt more than ever like Atlas of legend. He had been a bad titan, put to work after losing a war against the gods. He’d held the sky upon his shoulders. The crushing weight of the job was his immortal punishment. 
 
    Sand had done so much, collecting the necessary lubricants and spare parts to keep the Great Machine running all the time for thousands of years. It would take thousands of people to do what Sand and his robots had routinely done every day. Maybe it was time to repair the robot-making machines. A robot rebellion would always be a latent threat, however. 
 
    “Logan,” Rax said. “Your comm light is blinking.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, noticing it on the dashboard. I turned on the comm. 
 
    “Logan, Jenna here,” she said. “There’s a problem, a big one. I need a decision.” 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “A fleet of submarines is heading for the underwater Polarion base in the Arctic Ocean.” 
 
    “Oh-oh,” I said. 
 
    “It’s worse than that, though,” she said. 
 
    “How could it possibly be worse?” 
 
    “Kazz is helping them.” 
 
    “Kazz,” I said. I don’t know how, but we’d forgotten about him. In case you’re wondering, Sergei Gromyko was already down here helping us. He was one of the first new recruits. 
 
    “I’m coming in, Jenna.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    I had an idea of what to do by the time my flyer landed. I’d been mulling over the idea for some time, actually. I jumped out of the flyer and ran into the low steel building, meeting Jenna in the control room. 
 
    “You know,” I told her, “this one is too big for us to handle.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve been unrealistic about all this. The Earth launched most of its ballistic missiles. There are video shots of the Soyuz-2 launch. There’s talk from many quarters about heading into space to search for clues to the alien vessel that blew up. I mean, I’ve read too many blog sites that have data from people who watched everything, using their own telescopes. We can’t shove all this knowledge back into the bottle. It’s far too late for that.” 
 
    “So, we bring the world down here to the Great Machine? How’s that going to work?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. We admit half the truth in order to keep the other half secret.” 
 
    Jenna blinked several times. “What truths are we going to admit?” 
 
    “We’re not, but the world leaders are going to do it for us,” I said. 
 
    “That doesn’t answer the question.” 
 
    I nodded. “They’re going to admit that the Earth fought an alien warship. They’re also going to admit that other aliens aided us.” 
 
    “The Polarions?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll play the part of Argon,” I said. “I’ll tell the world leaders they can admit that much.” 
 
    “So, what are we keeping hidden?” 
 
    “This place,” I said. 
 
    “What about the underwater Arctic Polarion base?” 
 
    “We’re going to blow it up.” 
 
    “When?” asked Jenna. 
 
    “Now,” I said. 
 
    “That is not wise,” Rax said from my belt. “There must be powerful weapons hidden on the base. They might explode if we blow up the underwater station.” 
 
    “Maybe and maybe not,” I said. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Argon has already looted the place. Would he leave really dangerous stuff behind?” 
 
    “If it’s not dangerous,” Jenna said, “then why blow it up?” 
 
    “It will be part of our cover story,” I said. “We Polarions are leaving humanity to take care of themselves.” 
 
    “Do you think the world leaders will believe that?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jenna teleported nuclear explosives from U.S. control and planted them outside the underwater Polarion base. Then, she detonated them. 
 
    That worked, destroying the base and probably everything inside it. Yes, it likely polluted some of the pristine Arctic Ocean, too, a grave drawback. But no plan was perfect. 
 
    We watched the subs with Sand’s scanning devices. The subs heading there felt the shockwave. Our instruments told us that as we watched them shake and shift. Fortunately, the fleet was far enough away so every submarine survived. Soon, the sub fleet soon turned back. 
 
    I already wore most of my disguise, a body suit making me more impressive and a silver Polarion one-piece. I would don an Argon mask to complete the image. 
 
    Jenna ran the teleportor. Teams of CAU personnel waited. One by one, the teams stepped onto the dais. Each member wore black garments and black masks and carried alien weaponry. They disappeared. 
 
    I left, but Rax gave me a running commentary. Each team reappeared on the dais, escorting a world leader through the chamber, taking them to a larger auditorium. 
 
    Once we had everyone, a mob of complaining world leaders with black-masked and armed guards lining the walls, I entered on the main stage. 
 
    It took time, some pleading, a guard smashing a big world leader trying to storm the stage, others hauling him off to reappear with a head bandage—let me put it like this. I finally persuaded the world leaders to sit in the chairs provided. 
 
    Afterward, I addressed them as Argon. I wore the mask and altered body-imaging parts. I imagined some of them had secret cameras and would snap photos of me. Others would tell police sketch artists what the speaker looked like. After this, I still wanted to be able to roam the Earth without instantly having assassins try to kill me or regular people mob me. 
 
    Anyway, addressing the leaders gravely, I told them to tell their people the truth about the alien attack. Let the world know that they had united to save the planet. It should drive up their poll numbers, too. It was wise to appeal to a person’s self-interest. 
 
    The President of the United States stood up. He seemed angry but also willing to listen. “What should we tell them about you?” 
 
    “Tell them whatever you want,” I said. “We’re leaving for good. You can take care of your own planet from now on.” 
 
    “What if more aliens show up?” he demanded. 
 
    I shrugged as if I didn’t care. 
 
    The President looked around at the other leaders before staring at me. “I accept.” 
 
    A murmur of approval rose from the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t care if you accept or not,” I said, trying for Argon’s typical arrogance. “We Polarions are finished with you ungrateful Earthlings. We’ve helped you. Now, we’re finished. We blew up our second-to-last base. Once we send you all home, we’re destroying this place, too.” 
 
    “Where are we?” the King of Saudi Arabia shouted. “Did you transport us to the moon?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter where this is, the moon or not,” I added. “We saved your pathetic, troublesome race. Do with your planet and people as you will.” 
 
    “Are more aliens coming?” The King asked. 
 
    I shrugged in a good imitation of Argon. “I have no idea, and I don’t care.” 
 
    “Will you help us if more come?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s what leaving you to your own devices means.” 
 
    Many of the world leaders nodded. I didn’t think they liked playing second fiddle to anyone. With us leaving, they would be back in charge of everything again, or so I wanted them to believe. 
 
    “We thank you for your aid,” the Prime Minister of Britain said. 
 
    The new President of China stood up and began to clap. One by one, the others stood, too, clapping for the Polarions. 
 
    When they finished, I raised my arm imperiously, indicating the guards begin leading them away. 
 
    I wondered if any of the world leaders would try to get in a word edgewise with me. One or two eyed me, but meekly obeyed the guards when they ordered them to start filing out. 
 
    Soon enough, the last world leader teleported home. 
 
    Jenna entered the large auditorium to tell me. I took off my Polarion lookalike mask. 
 
    “Do you think this will work?” Jenna asked. 
 
    “It should take off some of the pressure, at least.” 
 
    Jenna smiled, and she stepped close, giving me a good French smooch. 
 
    “What was that for?” I asked. 
 
    “A small token of my appreciation for all your hard work,” she said. 
 
    I grinned. Then, I yawned. I was beat. I needed a good long rest and vacation. Jenna Jones, the subterranean realm, the Earth…I’d helped save it again. What did the future hold for me? I’d have to wait and see like everyone else. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed Invaders: Dreadnought Ocelot. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
 
      
 
    —Vaughn Heppner 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
INVADERS: -

T)REI\DN[]UGHT

VAUGHN
HEPPNER





