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 Debby and I were on the 18th floor of Harrah’s hotel tower in South Lake Tahoe when it happened. 
 To be a little more specific, we were in Friday’s Station Steak and Sea Food Grill, with the best seat in the house, right by the north window. Lake Tahoe looked beautiful from up here as the sun began its slow glide toward the mountains. 
 I mashed my baked potato as Debby divided our 16 oz. prime rib. Friday’s Station always did the prime rib just right, so the meat melted in your mouth as you ate it. 
 Seeing that the potato was fully dressed with sour cream, loads of butter, fresh chives and real bacon bits, I added straight horseradish to my dish of creamy horseradish sauce. I was particular about my horseradish. I liked it when the condiment sent a sharp spike up against my nostrils and kissed my sinuses, but not so strong that my eyes watered uncontrollably. 
 Debby took her half, well, not half, more like one third of the prime rib and handed the main plate to me with the rest. 
 “Sure you have enough?” I asked. 
 “Oh yes,” she said. 
 Debby looked fantastic in her new red dress and black choker. Her hair was longer than when we had come back from the side dimension using the ancient chronowarp. We were doing better, too, much better. It had taken time, but that time getting to know one another again had been well worth the effort. 
 I kept in touch with the CAU, the Counter Alien Unit, but mostly Debby and I had been cruising around underwater exploring. 
 In case you don’t know, I own a Galactic Guard ship, a glorified shuttle that I’d found in Greenland a few years ago. It could act like a sub, it could fly into space and it had a matter transmitter—a teleporting device. 
 “Logan,” said what looked like a metallic cellphone. 
 The device was in the middle of the table. The metal was protective sheathing. Inside it was a crystal entity from Rax Prime. I’m Logan, and I’d found the entity in the same underground Greenland complex where I’d gained the Guard ship. Since the entity was from Rax, I called it Rax. Not too original, I know, but it worked well enough. 
 “Keep it down,” I told him. “Someone might hear you.” 
 “This is vital,” the entity said. 
 “Can’t it wait, Rax?” Debby asked. “We’re about to eat.” 
 “I believe you should leave the premises—immediately,” Rax added. 
 I’d forked my first piece of prime rib, brought it to my mouth and closed my eyes as I chewed the meat. It was perfect, just like always. 
 I loved coming to Friday’s Station. 
 “Did you hear me?” Rax asked. 
 I opened my eyes and scanned the restaurant. We were on a lower level down here by the windows. The waiters and cocktail waitresses made their rounds. The hostess led a new couple to another table. The couple looked old, two dressed-up ancients with white hair. The man had trouble walking, but refused his wife’s help. 
 “What do you sense?” I asked. 
 “It was a momentary…flux,” Rax said. 
 “What does that even mean?” I asked. “What’s a flux?” 
 “I am uncertain as to its exact nature yet,” Rax said. “It was as if something opened and closed, but in the blink of an eye. That is a correct idiom, yes?” 
 “Sure is,” I said, cutting another piece of prime rib. 
 “Can you describe this flux a little more fully?” Debby asked. 
 She hadn’t started eating her prime rib yet. She also seemed more concerned about Rax’s warning than I did. 
 I was more used to his sudden pronouncements. Sometimes, they were important, but at other times, they had been false alarms because he’d sensed a solar flare on the sun, or some other natural occurrence. 
 “Double check this flux,” I suggested, already anticipating my next piece of prime rib. After this bite, I would try some of the baked potato. 
 “Did you not hear me?” Rax asked. “The flux was sudden. Then it was gone. At this point, it is not there for me to recheck.” 
 “You recorded it though, right?” 
 “Yes,” Rax admitted. “You have a point. I am analyzing. Strange—” 
 Rax might have said more, but I didn’t hear it as people around me and higher up in the restaurant started screaming. 
 I looked up even though my fork was halfway to my mouth. I swore a single harsh word as my hand froze. The cursing caused Debby to twist around with fright. She gasped, no doubt seeing what I saw. 
 Three hairy…I’ll call them bipedal creatures. They had burst through the swinging kitchen door. They were big, with thick shoulders, and wore harnesses around their furry bear-like bodies. I don’t think they were hominids like Philemon or Kazz had been. They were tall, each at least six-five, and looked to be over 300 pounds apiece. Each wore a heavy pack on his back and each cradled an ugly-looking carbine. The worst part was their faces. They were beastly, with protruding, canine-like snouts. They almost seemed like wolf-men or werewolves, but there didn’t seem to be anything supernatural or paranormal about them, especially with the blinking red lights on their extraterrestrial-looking weapons. 
 “Get us out of here, Rax,” I said in a low voice. 
 “I have already attempted a transfer,” the crystal said. “Something is blocking my connection with the ship.” 
 “Jamming?” I asked. 
 “Exactly,” Rax said. “It is powerful and from a non-Earth device.” 
 “You’re certain about that?” 
 “Not one hundred percent,” Rax admitted. “I would give it a ninety-eight percent probability, though.” 
 As you might have realized, I had emergency plans. As I said, I owned a Galactic Guard ship or shuttle. It was a one-of-a-kind alien vehicle. There were plenty of people on Earth who knew about it already, although it was hidden from the general populace and from most Earth governmental agencies. Among those that did know, probably all of them would have liked to get their hands on the alien ship. Many of those had tried in the past. I’m talking about kidnapping attempts upon Debby and me, or acting like friends and then attacking me once we were all aboard the vessel. 
 I’d implemented and refined emergency procedures that mainly involved Rax teleporting us back to the ship at the first sign of danger. 
 As a secondary aside, I considered myself the premier enforcement arm of Galactic Law as regarded Earth. In this instance, that meant keeping Earth safe from marauding aliens. Earth was a kind of preserve, an off-limits, restricted planet. There were reasons for that, which I’ll explain at the proper time. 
 I’d found the Guard ship. I’d also found a dead Guard agent aboard it—his skeleton, to be more precise. In many ways, I was like an Old West gunslinger who had found a dead marshal lying in the desert. I’d taken his star and pinned it to my vest. I was the new marshal in town, or the new Galactic Guard agent for good old Planet Earth. 
 “What are they?” Debby whispered. 
 “Trouble,” I said. 
 The screaming had intensified as everyone in the restaurant now saw them. 
 The three beastmen snarled. One of them raised his carbine— 
 A shot rang out, a loud retort. Maybe a .357 Magnum? Instead of seeing a guest crumple to the floor, I saw a beastman’s head explode in a spray of blood and bone. 
 The big furry creature flopped backward, striking one of his companions as he went down. That caused the second creature to stumble as a line of laser fire, or some kind of beam, emitted from his carbine. That beam sliced against a wall, burning into it as nasty smelling smoke billowed. 
 Another shot rang out. 
 The third beastman took a slug to the torso. He staggered backward. Another boom sounded, this slug tearing into his throat. 
 That alien creature went down hard. 
 The one emitting the beam finally got control of himself and his carbine. 
 I saw the shooter then, a thick-chested man in a silky business suit. He indeed gripped a .357 with both hands. They were thick-fingered hands, not quite ordinary looking, with massive wrists. 
 Kazz the Neanderthal held the revolver. 
 Ever since our last adventure, I’d wondered where Kazz had been hiding. Could it have been South Lake Tahoe all this time? I kind of doubted that. I suspected he’d been trailing me—again. 
 “Down!” Kazz commanded in his heavy voice. 
 Then he unloaded the rest of his rounds into the chest of the last standing beastman. 
 The creature went down like the others. 
 Smoke curled from the barrel of Kazz’s revolver. The screaming lessened some but could still be heard from various parts of Friday’s Station. 
 “Can you transfer now?” I asked Rax. 
 “Negative,” Rax said. “The jamming is as strong as ever.” 
 “Logan, Debby,” Kazz shouted at us. 
 People looked our way. I didn’t like that. As surprising as it might seem at this juncture, I’d tried to keep a low profile in regard to the news. 
 The Neanderthal flipped out the cylinder, dumping the spent shells from his .357. I heard the empty cartridges hit the floor. He shoved a speed-round into the cylinder and snapped it shut. 
 Kazz and I stared at each other. He had a mop of black hair, a low brow with a bony ridge and an almost nonexistent chin. He looked worried and determined. 
 “We have to get out of here,” the Neanderthal said. “We have to leave before the rest of them show up.” 
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 I snatched Rax off the table and stuffed him in a suit pocket. I was dressed up, maybe not as fancily as Kazz or Debby, but it was snazzier than my usual attire. 
 Wouldn’t you know that I’d forgotten my blaster in the Guard ship? The piece was probably in my regular jacket. 
 “Come on,” I told Debby. 
 She was scanning wildly, staring at Kazz, at the spot where the beastmen had been standing and then around her at the people beginning to focus on us. 
 I grabbed one of her hands and hauled her into motion. I used to be a U.S. Marine, so I knew how to get a move on when the moment called for it. After the Marines, I’d been a security officer for Western Sunlight, Inc. After that, I’d become the Galactic Guard affiliate. I kept in shape in other words. Plus, I’d had alien gene therapy in the Greenland complex. That had left me stronger than normal, and with the ability to heal much faster than usual. 
 The screaming was finally throttling down. Many of the people who had hit the deck on instinct now began looking up like frightened gophers peering out of their holes. 
 Debby stumbled behind me as I pulled her. 
 “Faster,” Kazz shouted at us. 
 The Neanderthal was rubbernecking everywhere, trying to watch the entire restaurant at once. 
 “No,” Debby said. She resisted me. I think she realized where I was headed, and she did not want to go there. 
 As far as I could tell, we were almost out of time. I yanked her, causing her to stumble into me. 
 “Logan,” she said, sounding frightened. 
 “This way,” Kazz said, motioning to me. “More are coming. We must leave.” 
 I’d already figured out that much. It seemed obvious to me that the beastmen had used teleportation to get there. If it wasn’t exactly like Guard ship transfer, it likely followed the same rules and procedures. I had a sense that whatever jammed Rax, did so from the kitchen. If I wanted that jamming to stop, I had to get in there and shut it off. 
 Debby struggled harder now, but it didn’t make any difference. Her feet stumbled across the floor as I dragged her toward the downed and likely dead beastmen. I wanted to get my hands on one of those carbines. 
 “Logan,” Kazz shouted. “Don’t. Get over here.” 
 I finally let go of Debby’s hand. People were starting to get out of their seats. Their brains must have been working again. They wanted to get the hell out of here, which was probably a reasonable desire. A wise desire, even. 
 Several men jostled against me as they fled for the exit. One jock brought up his hands like a lineman and thrust against my chest, shoving me. That might have saved my life because at that moment, three new beastmen exploded out of the kitchen door. 
 The first beastman fired his carbine, sending a beam straight at me. The jock’s shove moved me aside. The jock, who rushed forward in my absence, took the beam in his back. The green beam burned through his shirt and into his flesh, creating an almost instantaneous nauseating stench. 
 The screaming began anew. If anything, it was louder this time. Now, people realized that aliens had appeared in their midst. A stampede began as people fled in earnest for the exits. 
 I no longer saw Kazz. His single advantage—the element of surprise—was gone. Likely, he had hit the deck. It was a wise move, as the beastmen continued to beam the fleeing people. 
 I dropped, too. Twisting around on the floor, I saw Debby lying farther away. She stared at me, shaking with fear. 
 I began crawling, having to crawl over two dead people and one moaning, stricken woman. I still wanted one of those alien weapons. Then, I would take care of these murdering savages. I had plans to launch off the floor at them from close range. I wasn’t going to let them slaughter my girl. 
 Harsh alien words sounded from up ahead. The whine of the beam weapons stopped instantly. 
 The screaming had lessened as people had fled the restaurant, but I heard moaning, crying and the sound of splintering wood as something crashed. 
 I should have reacted faster. I should have sprinted to the dead beastmen and grabbed a carbine. I’d hesitated too long. Nasty surprises had a way of freezing a man’s thoughts, but a reason wasn’t an excuse, and it wasn’t going to save our lives. 
 “Logan,” Debby whispered. 
 I looked back at her. 
 Debby’s gaze shifted higher and in front of me. 
 I turned forward. 
 A beastman stepped into our lane. He aimed the carbine at me and snarled in an alien language. 
 I stared into his eyes as a spotting light from his weapon no doubt centered on my forehead. I didn’t understand a word of what he said, but I knew he meant we were supposed to surrender. That he didn’t murder me right there was telling. 
 “Rax,” I whispered. 
 “The jamming…” the crystal said softly. 
 I nodded to the beastman, closed my eyes and opened them again as I pushed my palms against the floor. With a grunt, I stood. As I did, I gave Debby an extremely significant glance. It was clear that I meant she should play dead. They might get me. That didn’t mean they had to get her. 
 The problem was that Debby stood as I did. 
 “What are you doing?” I said. 
 Debby just stared at me with a hurt look. 
 I faced the beastman. 
 “Let her go,” I said. 
 He snarled in his ugly manner and waved his carbine, indicating a spot for Debby to stand. What other choice did I have? 
 I started down his lane, heading toward him. 
 The beastman snarled worse than before, raising the carbine to show he was about to fire. Clearly, he didn’t want me coming any closer to him. 
 I shrugged, climbed over some table, chairs and railing and moved to an open area near the dead beastmen. I was already envisioning lunging for a weapon, spinning, firing— 
 And three additional beastmen emerged from the swinging kitchen door. Their weapons came up, aimed at me. 
 The beastman that had caught me snarled to them. The new ones watched me with grave interest. One of them bared his fangs, slung his carbine over his shoulder and produced what looked like handcuffs. 
 I didn’t like that. 
 The other two new beastmen backed away as they kept their carbines centered on my chest. The handcuff bearer approached me, indicating that I should turn around. 
 I did, but I didn’t put my hands behind my back. 
 “Rax,” I whispered. 
 “I am sorry, Logan,” the crystal said in a soft voice. “I am trying to pierce the jamming, but simply lack the power.” 
 Hot alien hands grabbed my wrists. The wolf-man jerked my hands behind my back and clicked the handcuffs into place. 
 This was just great. 
 Debby was finishing climbing down from the railing. She approached the beastman meekly, turned and allowed the creep to handcuff her as well. 
 Debby looked up at me with tears in her eyes. 
 “Don’t sweat it, babe,” I said. “They’re not shooting us. That’s a good sign.” 
 So far, the beastmen hadn’t attempted to capture anyone else. I didn’t see any sign of Kazz. I don’t know if he’d fled in the general exodus or if he was crawling around looking for an angle to play. 
 “Who are they?” Debby whispered. 
 “No idea,” I whispered back. 
 The beastman who’d cuffed us turned me around. Debby followed my example. We were both facing the kitchen door. 
 I figured the beastman was going to push us in there. Instead, the door swung open again and a tall rather elegant man stepped through. He had refined features in a long face, with a narrow prow of a hawk nose. He wore what seemed to be a metallic suit, had a holster at his side and had short thick hair like a pelt on the top of his narrow skull. 
 As he approached, I amended my first impression. This fellow was not human, although he was clearly humanoid. 
 His eyes were too dark, with an intense, burning quality, his skull a bit too long and narrow and his lips just a mite too thin. He appeared supremely self-assured and must have stood a little over seven feet tall. 
 He stopped a few feet from me, unhooked a pistol-like device, aimed at my head and pulled what looked like a trigger… 
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 I expected to hit the deck, dead. Instead, a strange vibration struck my brain. I felt momentarily disoriented. My eyesight blurred, and a powerful nausea struck me. My legs weakened, causing me to drop to one knee. My stomach curdled, and finally I vomited up the little bit I’d eaten a few minutes ago. 
 At least the horseradish didn’t burn this time. 
 Finally, the brain vibration stopped. My eyesight returned to normal. Strength flooded back, and I stood up again. 
 “Do you understand me?” the humanoid asked in a commanding way. 
 “Yeah,” I said. 
 “Excellent,” he said, putting away—I don’t know. Was that a language gun? I realized I hadn’t answered in English. I hadn’t answered in any Earth tongue that I’d heard before. At the same time, I’d understood him perfectly. 
 “What is your name?” he asked. 
 “Henry Ford,” I said, lying on the spot. 
 He stared at me with his dark burning eyes. I half expected him to come at me like a World War II Japanese occupation soldier. The way I’d heard it, the Japanese officers and general-duty soldiers alike had been fond of slapping conquered peoples across the face. 
 We studied each other for a span of five solid seconds. That might not seem like much, but try counting that out and then think of staring eye-to-eye at someone crazy for that long. 
 The tall humanoid inhaled, and I had the distinct impression that he was restraining himself. 
 “You are ignorant, of course,” he said. “That is to be expected from a denizen of this grotesque backwater world. Know, then, that you have the honor of addressing Lord Beran, a Dominie of the Antares Institute. I have arrived to implement…” 
 He stroked his chin with a long index finger. A cruel smile stretched onto his face as if he’d just thought of something interesting. 
 “Do you wish me to use a mind probe on you, Henry Ford?” 
 “Is it painful?” I asked. 
 “Oh, quite. It will also leave you in an imbecilic state for many days.” 
 “Then I decline your offer,” I said. 
 “Not so ignorant after all,” he said. “Perhaps you wish to amend your original answer before I am forced to implement harsher procedures regarding you.” 
 I shrugged. He’d made his point. “Some people call me Logan,” I said. 
 “Indeed. Are you referring to the Logan who considers himself a Galactic Guard affiliate?” 
 How did he know that? 
 “Your surprise betrays you,” he said. “That is good, as that expedites matters.” 
 He examined Debby. 
 “She used to live in Far Butte, Nevada?” he asked. 
 How did this alien know so much about us? Instead of answering him, my stubborn streak resumed. I had to figure out what was going on here. 
 “I’m that Debby,” Debby said. 
 “Ah, excellent, excellent,” he said while rubbing his long-fingered hands together. 
 I glanced at Debby. How had she understood him? Had the alien aimed his language gun at her while I’d been incapacitated? 
 “Take her to the transporter,” Beran told a beastman. 
 A beastman grabbed one of Debby’s elbows and propelled her toward the kitchen door. 
 “Just a minute,” I said. “What are you doing with her?” 
 Lord Beran of the Antares Institute cast me a burning gaze. 
 “I have read your file,” he said coldly. “You have several annoying mannerisms. This insulting tone you take with me—no, I will not permit it. Attach the training device.” 
 A new beastman stepped up with a steel collar. The brute put the cold metal around my neck, snapping it into place. 
 “This is an example,” Beran told me, as an odd look came over him. 
 Debilitating pain jolted me from the collar. I crashed to my knees, unable to cry out as the agony seared through my body. 
 Abruptly, the pain stopped. I panted with my head down. 
 “What are you doing to him?” Debby cried. 
 I looked up in time to see the beastman with his hand on one of her elbows pushing her faster so she stumbled through the kitchen door and out of sight. 
 “You are my prisoner, Guard affiliate Logan,” Beran said in a brisk tone. “My battle thralls have captured you in a stage one raid. Official interrogation will follow soon enough. This is a transition period for you. However, even now, I will not tolerate disrespectful behavior directed toward my person. I am a dominie of the Institute. I recognize that you are still too ignorant to know what that means. That is why I gave you an instructive correction. You Terrans are a physical species, well adapted to pain stimulations. Do not doubt that I will enact strict punishments for further misbehavior.” 
 I climbed back up to a standing position. I hated the smug bastard, but rage wasn’t going to help me now. I was wearing handcuffs. A beastman was taking Debby to a transporter. This Lord Beran knew far too much about us.  I had a feeling he’d gotten this information from CAU. 
 “You are supposed to have a crystalline entity from Rax Prime,” Beran said. “Where is the crystal? I desire to appropriate it.” 
 “Ah…Lord Beran,” I said, trying to sound meek, “may I ask why you’re on Earth?” 
 “No.” 
 “Do you plan to—?” 
 “Attend my words carefully, Logan creature,” Beran said, holding up a long-fingered hand, interrupting me. “I will administer more pain if you continue to berate me with queries. I am the master here. You are the prisoner thrall. It is unseemly that you pepper me with these questions. I have demanded knowledge concerning the whereabouts of the Rax Prime crystal. Evasion means you are attempting more deception. This I will not tolerate.” 
 “I understand, Lord Beran.” 
 “No. You are still evading. I am not asking if you understand. Give me the whereabouts of the crystal. Do it at once.” 
 I had a gut feeling then. Lord Beran of the Antares Institute seemed to know exactly what he was doing. Even so, he was an alien criminal who according to Galactic Law wasn’t supposed to be here on Earth. 
 There’s a good rule about crime and criminals. Never let a criminal take you to the secondary scene of the crime. What that means is that if a van pulls up and a door opens, and a gunman points a gun at you and says, “Get in here.” The right thing to do is to run like mad. The criminal has greater control at the secondary scene of the crime. He can tie you up and do exactly what he wants at his leisure then. It would be far better to take your chances running as he fires a gun at you out in public. Sure, you could take a bullet. But then he’d drive away, and an ambulance could come and get you. 
 The point was that I couldn’t let Lord Beran grab Rax and transport us to his place of security. I had to do anything I could to stay free. 
 “The crystal is over there, Lord,” I said, motioning with my head. 
 “I desire greater precision as to the crystal’s exact whereabouts,” he said. 
 “May I show you, Lord?” 
 He stared at me with those burning eyes and finally nodded. 
 Meekly, with my hands cuffed behind my back, I started toward the table where I’d been eating with Debby. A beastman followed. I looked back. Lord Beran was watching me impatiently. 
 My heart began pounding. It could be that I was about to commit a crazy form of suicide. I didn’t see any other way, though, and I had to remain free. I couldn’t let this Beran win. The training device on my neck assured me of that. 
 Besides, there’s another rule I try to live by. Better to fight on your knees than to surrender. It was even better to fight on your feet, though. 
 I staggered as my eyesight momentarily blurred. My heart was racing. There were so many things that could go wrong with my plan. 
 “Halt,” Beran said. 

He knows, I told myself. 
 Maybe I panicked. I don’t know. I lowered my head and I began to run like a madman. 
 “Stop him,” Beran shouted. 
 The beastman behind me snarled, lunging to grab me. I dodged just enough so that the beastman crashed against a table. 
 “This is preposterous,” Beran declared. 
 Pain hit then, pain through the training collar around my neck. But I was ready for it this time. I’d been expecting the pain. It still hurt like a son of a gun, but I kept running as hard as I could. 
 “Logan!” Beran shouted. “This will cost you dearly.” 
 I ran full tilt at the north window of Friday’s Station. I knew it was likely a reinforced window, but this one had taken some beam shots and had already cracked. 
 At that point, the pain intensified to what seemed like an intolerable level. I cried out. But I launched myself at the window. 
 I hit with my right shoulder. Glass shattered, and I sailed out of the 18th floor of the Harrah hotel tower. I’d jumped hard in order to pass the outer railing and I'd succeeded. As the pain jolted me unmercifully, I began to plummet down toward the pavement eighteen floors below. 
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 I remember falling as the pain caused my muscles to tighten and then cramp at the agony. I thought someone called my name. I couldn’t tell, though. Tears streaked my eyes as I looked down. The ground rushed up at me with far too much speed. This wasn’t going to work. This wasn’t— 
 The world vanished. Had I already hit? Was I dead? I didn’t feel dead. 
 The pain stopped then. A second later, I reappeared on the transfer dais aboard my Guard ship. 
 I sagged in relief. My wild gamble had paid off. By leaping from the 18th floor, I’d no doubt plummeted out of range of the jamming device that kept Rax from contacting the Guard ship. Just what I’d been counting on. 
 There are a few of you, I’m sure, who are wondering about my momentum from the fall. Shouldn’t I have hit the transfer dais with the velocity I’d built up from plummeting from the top of Harrah’s hotel tower? 
 In a word: no. The teleporting machine took the built-up velocity into account when it made the transfer and shed the momentum. 
 “Rax?” I asked in a hoarse voice while I lay left cheek first on the dais. 
 “That was incredibly foolish,” the crystal said from my suit pocket. 
 “It worked didn’t it?” 
 “Just barely,” he said. “You could have just as easily died.” 
 “Yeah,” I said. “I know. What other choice did I have, though?” 
 “Few to none,” Rax admitted. “Well, as you say, it worked. You must remove the handcuffs and take off that obscene collar.” 
 “Why isn’t the collar shocking me anymore?” I asked, as I worked myself around so I could stand. 
 “That dilemma is easily solved,” Rax said. “I have scanned it and found that the collar does not possess a power source. That power likely came from the same machine in the Friday’s Station kitchen, whatever inhibited my contact with the ship.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “I’m curious,” Rax said. “How did you know the radius of the jamming machine?” 
 “I had no idea.” 
 “You mean you gambled that the jamming signal did not reach as far as the first floor?” 
 “Either way, let’s not worry about it. We have to get Debby back.” 
 “Logan, I clearly cannot return to Harrah’s until the jamming stops.” 
 “I get that. So, let’s get these cuffs and collar off and you’ll drop me back into South Lake Tahoe. I can hoof it the rest of the way to Harrah’s.” 
 “We need reinforcements,” Rax said. “I suggest you call the Director.” 
 Rax meant the Director of the CAU. I’d never learned the man’s name, simply calling him Director like everyone else did. 
 I did some contortions on the dais, working my handcuffed hands around my butt and legs until my hands were in front of me. 
 Examining the cuffs showed me there wasn’t any place for a key. Likely, an electric current in the correct sequence would do the trick. I didn’t have time for that. 
 Exiting the transfer chamber, I went to my cabin. I had a monofilament blade that could cut anything. I picked up the knife from my desk and carefully cut the cuffs off. 
 A moment later, I very carefully inserted the blade between my neck and the collar, and the knife sheared through that as well. 
 I tore off my suit jacket and shrugged on a leather jacket. I strapped on the monofilament blade, grabbed an alien blaster and hurried back to the transfer dais. 
 “Ready?” I asked. 
 “Using the ship’s sensors I have detected that the jamming has ceased,” Rax said. 
 “Great. Put me in Friday’s Station.” 
 “I caution against such hasty action.” 
 “Cut the crap, Rax. I’m going in. I have to rescue Debby. At the very least, I have to figure out where this slave hunter took her.” 
 “Lord Beran could have laid a trap for you and be waiting for you to do exactly this.” 
 That was a consideration. Beran had struck me as a crafty operator. The trouble was I hardly knew anything about him. I thought about that. 
 “Do you know anything about this Antares Institute?” I asked. 
 “As it turns out,” Rax said, “a considerable amount.” 
 “Why haven’t you said anything then?” 
 “You were preoccupied. But this is the correct idea. Let us think through all the angles—” 
 “Transfer me,” I said, getting worried about Debby again. 
 Rax never sighed, but he paused pointedly before saying, “I suggest that I remain behind. If you will take a comm device—” 
 “Forget it. I’ve wasted enough time. Transfer me, Rax. That’s an order.” 
 “Wouldn’t you like to learn about the Institute?” he asked, hedging. 
 “I would, but this is a time sensitive operation. Now let’s go.” 
 “As you wish,” he said. 
 As I stood on the transfer dais, my molecules began to disassemble and convert to energy so the machine could teleport me back to Harrah’s in South Lake Tahoe. 
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 With blaster in hand, I appeared near the Friday’s Station kitchen door. I’d transferred while crouched low in order to present a smaller target. Immediately upon solidifying, I swiveled around, trying to see if anyone was going to ambush me. 
 The place was eerily quiet. There were bodies on the floor, but no one moaned or cried out. I didn’t like the burnt stench drifting through the restaurant. 
 I looked around more carefully. No beastmen corpses lay on the floor, although I spied pools of blood where they had been lying. 
 In a crouch, I hurried to various human bodies. Each of them was dead. Some of the wounds did not appear as if they should have killed the bearer. Did the beam have a deadly aftereffect? It seemed more than possible. 
 “Scan anything?” I asked Rax. 
 “I presume you mean of an alien nature,” the crystal said through its speaker. 
 “That’s right.” 
 “Negative,” Rax said. 
 “Not even in the kitchen?” I asked. 
 “No.” 
 I swore softly as I hurried to the kitchen. The cooks and assistants were all dead. Some salmon had badly burned on a grill. I saw no sign of beastmen, Lord Beran, Debby or any alien transfer device. 
 “Isn’t there anything we can use as a clue?” I asked. 
 “We could examine the beam burns,” Rax suggested. 
 I stepped beside a cook, a fat man with a surprised look frozen on his dead features. 
 “Well?” I asked. 
 “The cells near the burns are all disrupted,” Rax announced. 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “That this was a highly advanced beam weapon. It did not simply destroy through intense heat like a laser. It also caused cellular disruption.” 
 “What does that tell you?” 
 “It confirms the idea that a dominie of the Antares Institute is behind the attack.” 
 “Tell me about the Antares Institute.” 
 “I suggest I do so at a different location. The local authorities are likely to arrive soon. We do not want to be here when they do.” 
 “You’re right,” I said. “Answering police questions isn’t going to rescue Debby any faster. We have to call CAU.” 
 “I highly recommend that you allow me to remove us to the Guard ship. We are facing extremely dangerous adversaries. We cannot afford a misstep.” 
 “Give me a minute for one more look around,” I said. 
 “I suggest you use speed, Logan.” 
 I did. I scoured the kitchen, moved to the dining area and looked under tables, rechecked the dead, picked up several of Kazz’s empty cartridges and finally stood by the window where I’d jumped less than a half hour ago. 
 It was hard to believe I’d really jumped. Just staring out of the broken window to the ground below gave me the heebie-jeebies. 
 “Take us back,” I said quietly. 
 Rax did not reply. Instead, I stood aboard the Guard ship a moment later. 
 Woodenly, as it sank in that I’d lost Debby again, I walked out of the chamber and up the short hall, and entered the piloting room. 
 The ship was underwater by several feet, just enough to stay out of a curious observer’s line of sight. We were about one hundred miles west of San Francisco. 
 I was a west coast boy. Thus, I seemed to hang out in the western states more than anywhere else. 
 There was a “glass” area showing me the green depths. I sat in the pilot’s chair, pulled Rax from a pocket and slotted him into the wireless socket on the dash. 
 “Let’s hear it,” I said. “What is the Antares Institute?” 
 “It is situated on a planet in the Antares System,” Rax said. “It is a school of highly advanced study. The various dominies gather students and spend the majority of their time in contemplation and experimentation.” 
 “And they have slaves?” 
 “I believe ‘thralls’ was the term,” Rax said. 
 “Same difference,” I said. 
 “Perhaps to your unstudied mind,” Rax said. “I doubt a dominie would see it that way.” 
 “Are you trying to piss me off?” 
 “In no way,” Rax said. “The scholars of the Antares Institute are proud of their achievements. Normally, they do not indulge in criminal activity. The Institute as a whole is neutral regarding politics and other social disagreements. The individual dominies, however, pursue their goals with great verve and, at times, ingenious cunning. If I were to guess…” 
 “Go ahead,” I said. 
 “It is my suspicion that Lord Beran is an archeologist or some other type of scholar interested in ancient myths. Since he has illegally come to Earth—a restricted planet—I suspect he is interested in the Polarion legends as relates to Earth.” 
 “That’s a pretty big leap of logic. Have you heard of Lord Beran before?” 
 “Not by name but I believe by reputation.” 
 “You’d better explain that.” 
 Rax was silent for several seconds. “There were rumors among the Guard about several dominies of the Institute inquiring too keenly regarding certain Polarion practices and antiquities.” 
 “Whoa, whoa, hold up,” I said. “What antiquities are these?” 
 “Logan, I am about to inform you of a troubling problem. I hope you do not take this the wrong way.” 
 “That depends.” 
 “On what?” 
 “On what you’re about to tell me,” I said. 
 “I feel it is important to remind you that you are a probationary affiliate Guard member. Once a Guard dreadnought arrives in the Solar System, you will undergo strenuous interrogation, testing and psych profiling. If you pass, you will undergo a short ceremony and become a fully affiliated Guard member.” 
 “How about getting to the point?” I asked. 
 “I am afraid that you lack sufficient clearance to—” 
 “I’m going to stop you right there, Rax. You do realize, don’t you, that we’re the only ones with Guard equipment on Earth. The dominies are here, well, at least one of them is. Whatever Beran is trying to do is illegal, as you’ve already pointed out. Besides, his thralls have murdered people and kidnapped my girl. So you might as well tell me the whole shebang so I can uphold Galactic Law to the best of my ability.” 
 “Your logic is flawless,” Rax said sarcastically. 
 “I’ve met Argon, remember?” Argon had been a Polarion. “I’ve wielded a Polarion ring, an artifact. You’ve already told me that the process changed me somehow. If anyone has clearance to know what’s going on, it’s me.” 
 “I suppose you have a point,” Rax said. “Very well. I fear that Lord Beran may be attempting to locate ancient Polarion devices. As you know, some of these devices were and likely still are potent beyond normal conception. Legends hold that the Polarions were akin to gods in power, if not in judgment.” 
 “You mean like the chronowarp and the side dimension we found in the Bermuda Triangle?” I asked. 
 “And the Starcore and other hidden devices far too powerful for finite beings to wield.” 
 “Including the Galactic Guard?” I asked. 
 “The Guard has placed the Earth off limits for a long time, Logan. No Guard member has ever attempted to search for these items. We protect Galactic Civilization. Certain devices are simply too powerful for any one being to use. One of your keenest minds coined a perfect phrase in this regard. ‘Power corrupts. Absolute power corrupts absolutely.’” 
 “Who said that?” 
 “A British noble named Lord Acton,” Rax said. 
 “You think Beran wants these hidden Polarion relics?” 
 “That would be my first guess. That does not make it so. But it would be a good place to start.” 
 “And this super-genius professor has beastly thralls to do his bidding, huh?” 
 “Why would that be surprising? An Antares dominie would not want to sully his hands committing mundane actions. What is more mundane and demeaning at times than fighting? Remember, the dominies are proud of their intellectual achievements. They are men of the mind, or high scope. Thus, it makes perfect sense that a dominie would have beastly sub-species to do the grubby work for him.” 
 “How does Beran keep the beasts in line?” 
 “Isn’t that obvious?” Rax asked. “He as good as told you when he explained to you that Terrans are a physical species. The beastmen, as you call them, are also a physical species. Likely, he uses a form of obedience collars on them as well.” 
 “What a bastard,” I said. “How do you think he knew so much about us?” 
 “That is a troubling question, but it indicates the kind of adversary that we’re facing. An Antares dominie would come prepared. Lord Beran is clearly no exception to the rule.” 
 “Right,” I said. “It’s time to call the CAU and find out the worst.” 
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 I sat in the pilot’s chair, having swiveled to the side so I faced the comm screen. I punched in the code for CAU Headquarters, which was deep underground in the Utah salt flats. 
 The CAU had secret offices in Washington, DC, as well, but this was the heart of the American Counter Alien Unit. 
 A second later, I found myself staring at the Director, an older man in a black business suit. He didn’t have a normal tie but wore a bolo tie with a rhinestone at its center. He had shoeshine-colored eyebrows and was slightly overweight. He was a ruthless individual, but we’d come to a live and let live arrangement some time ago. 
 “Hello, Logan. I’ve been expecting your call.” 
 “You heard about beastmen aliens in South Lake Tahoe?” I asked. 
 He blinked at me. “No. What beastmen?” 
 I gave him a quick rundown about what had happened at Friday’s Station. 
 “The aliens have already made their move then,” he said. “This is worse than I expected.” 
 “You knew about them?” 
 He shook his head. “Not specifically,” he said. “Can you transfer me to your ship? I’m afraid this connection might be bugged.” 
 “The beastmen haven’t attacked or tried to infiltrate CAU Headquarters?” I asked. 
 He appeared to grow more alert as he studied me. “No,” he said. “What makes you think they have?” 
 I drummed my fingers on the console and finally nodded. He was a suspicious Director who seldom showed all his cards if he didn’t have to. I decided to believe him. 
 “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 “This is an emergency,” the Director said. “Haste is critical.” 
 That was his way of saying yes. “Right,” I said. “Rax, bring him over.” 
 As I watched the screen, the Director of CAU disappeared. I got up and headed for the exit. 
 “Logan,” Rax said. 
 I grunted as my hand touched the latch to the exit hatch. 
 “I just thought of something,” Rax said. “Why did the Director himself answer your call? In my recollection, a secretary has always answered first, only patching you through to the Director after some argumentation.” 
 Rax had a point. I’d been an idiot. I drew my blaster and charged down the short hall into the transport chamber. 
 I aimed the beamer as the Director stepped off the transfer dais. 
 “Logan,” he said, glancing at the blaster. “This is unwarranted.” 
 I studied him. He looked like the Director. He didn’t quite have that haughty spirit of past encounters, though. He met my gaze frankly, waiting for me to arrive at whatever conclusion I would. That’s what made me the most suspicious now that I viewed him face-to-face. 
 “Something is off with you,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, but you’re out of character. Care to tell me why that is?” 
 “I would appreciate it if you would first put the gun away.” 
 “Not bloody likely,” I said. 
 He squinted at me, rubbing his chin as he did. Finally, he sighed. “I see we’re going to have to begin Plan B. It isn’t as good as Plan A. I know you’re not going to like it, but…” 
 He shrugged and then raised his chin in a haughty manner. That made him seem more like the Director I knew. 
 “Before you attempt any unwarranted actions,” he began, “I should warn you that I have a bomb attached to my person. If you doubt this, I suggest you have Rax analyze my body.” 
 That came out of left field. “A bomb?” I asked. 
 “I carry it due to the importance of my message,” he said. “In truth, this may be the most important message you have to hear. If you refuse to listen to me, I will detonate the bomb.” 
 “And kill yourself? Get real. I don’t buy that for a second.” 
 “It is true,” he said, trying to sound convincing. “You absolutely must listen to what I have to say.” 
 I couldn’t believe this. I’d never really liked the Director. He was far too coldblooded for my tastes. Usually, that ruthlessness was just with other people’s lives, not his own. Rax had already raised my suspicions. Now this bomb threat— 
 I thrust the blaster into its holster, took three steps closer and slugged him against the chin. The crack against my knuckles felt good. Even better was watching him crumple onto the floor where he hit the back of his head with a gratifying thump. So much for blowing himself up, if he even had a bomb. What an idiot. 
 I knelt beside him and with a deft twist unbuttoned the black suit and then the white shirt underneath. All I saw was flabby pale skin. I frisked him, but couldn’t find anything remotely explosive. I did find a small flat device in a suit pocket. 
 I took that. Then I sat back on my heels, thinking. 
 From on the floor, the Director groaned and his eyelids fluttered. 
 “What just happened?” he slurred. 
 I waited. 
 Gingerly, he touched his jaw where I’d hit him and jerked his hand away as if shocked. Slowly, he opened bloodshot eyes to regard me. 
 “I checked,” I told him. “There’s no bomb.” 
 “What…?” he slurred. 
 “You’re not carrying a bomb.” 
 He just lay there. I guess he didn’t like me having called his bluff. Finally, he dragged himself backward toward the dais, groaning when the top of his head struck the base. He slowly levered himself upright so he lay half-propped, staring at me with glazed eyes. 
 “Well?” I asked. 
 “I do have a bomb,” he said. 
 “Yeah? Where?” 
 He tapped his stomach. 
 “You swallowed it?” I asked in disbelief. 
 “Yes,” he said simply. 
 “Why do that?” I asked. “While you were unconscious, I could have transferred you off my ship. Then, what good would your bomb have done you?” 
 A faint, rather sour grin touched his lips. “If you had done that,” he said, “we both would have died.” 
 “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 “If you attempt to transfer me, I will explode. We’ve studied the teleporting process, albeit from afar. CAU can’t duplicate it yet. But we know what kind of T-waves your transfer machine uses.” 
 “Don’t you realize we’re under alien attack? What’s with this stupidity?” 
 His features tightened, maybe in annoyance. “The trigger to setting the bomb was the first transfer onto your ship. After that, another beginning transfer…” 
 The Director spread his pudgy fingers as if to mimic an explosion. 
 “Are you insane?” I asked. Despite the craziness of the idea, I was beginning to believe that the man had a bomb in his gut. 
 “No. I am quite sane,” he said. “The truth, Logan, is that we’re desperate. The Earth is desperate. I understand very well about an alien assault. That’s why we need your help.” 
 “For what?” I shouted. 
 “You and I must head to Mars and set up a sensor array out there.” 
 “Mars? The aliens are already on Earth. Why would we need to set up a sensor array?” 
 “I don’t know about the aliens being on Earth,” he said rather primly. 
 “I already told you they were. Are. They appeared in Harrah’s hotel tower in South Lake Tahoe.” 
 “Maybe these are different aliens,” he said. 
 I rubbed my forehead. This wasn’t making sense, the Director having a bomb in his gut, more aliens out there and Lord Beran of the Antares Institute having kidnapped Debby. 
 “Okay,” I said. “Start from the beginning. Why do you want a sensor array in Mars orbit?” 
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 Instead of telling me what was going on, the Director continued to lie on the floor, first moving his jaw one way and then the other. Finally, he gathered saliva in his mouth, turned his head and spit a bloody mess onto the deck. 
 “Did you have to hit me so hard?” he complained. 
 “You spit in my ship,” I said, starting to get mad. “You'd better believe you’re cleaning it up.” 
 He lowered the jaw-testing hand and gave me an incredulous stare. “What I have to tell you is a matter of human survival.” 
 “I’m going to start kicking you in the ribs if you don’t get to the point.” 
 He slid farther upright, wincing as he did so. “Do you have any aspirin?” he asked. 
 “Loads,” I said. 
 “I’d like three.” 
 “Director, I’m not leaving you alone in here while I get you some aspirin. You want to get up, clean up your mess first, maybe I’ll give you some aspirin afterward. Now about this line concerning Mars and aliens—” 
 “No!” he said. “We must set up a sensor array. We must do it immediately.” 
 “Aren’t you listening to me? The aliens are already here.” 
 He shook his head. “I’m talking about something much bigger than a kidnapping attempt.” 
 “What do you mean?” I asked suspiciously. 
 “I’m talking about a full scale invasion.” 
 “Wait, wait,” I said, once more rubbing my forehead. “You want a sensor array around Mars. Why doesn’t CAU ask NASA to place the array there?” 
 “CAU’s space vehicle is far superior to NASA’s,” he said proudly. 
 CAU had confiscated some of Hap’s equipment. Hap had been a monkey-like alien from the Chronowarp episode. He had managed to get himself killed thirteen months ago. 
 “If your vehicle is so good,” I said, “use it to set up the sensor array.” 
 “Alas, while our vehicle is superior, it lacks true deep-space capability.” 
 The Director was starting to frustrate me. There was definitely something wrong with his thinking. 
 “So which is it?” I snapped. “NASA can fire a rocket to Mars. Apparently, CAU can’t. That makes them superior to you.” 
 He sighed as if annoyed, pushed himself up to a seated position and rummaged in a suit pocket. 
 “Looking for this?” I asked, holding up the flat device I’d taken from him. 
 “Yes,” he said, holding out a hand. 
 “Oh, no. Forget it. For all I know, it’s the bomb’s detonator—if that’s even legitimate.” 
 “Rax can tell you it is.” 
 I reexamined the Director. I finally noticed that beads of sweat prickled at his hairline. Was he nervous because he really had a bomb in his stomach, or was it something else? 
 “Suppose I believe you,” I said. “That you wanted to come aboard with a bomb. That you want me to help CAU. Why do you personally want to go into deep space? You’re the Director…” 
 I stopped talking because his lower lip had started quivering. It was exactly like a small boy trying not to cry after being spanked. 
 Was this all an elaborate trick that involved Lord Beran? 
 I stepped near. He cringed and held up his hands. I slapped them out of the way, grabbed the back of his suit and hauled him to his feet. I propelled him out of the transfer chamber, down the short corridor and into the piloting chamber. 
 “Rax,” I said. “Use your sensors. Is the Director carrying a bomb in his gut?” 
 “Affirmative,” the crystal said. 
 That loosened my hold of the man’s collar. I let go altogether a second later. The Director practically collapsed onto a panel, where he panted, took out a handkerchief and blotted his now obviously sweaty features. 
 It was an unusual performance for him, even more unusual than his having answered my call himself. 
 Stuffing the hanky into a side pocket, he looked up at me. His lower lip quivered again, but he stilled it as if with stern resolve. 
 “We’ve…that is to say, the CAU…have located strange radio transmissions originating from Saturn.” 
 “You’re talking about aliens parked in Saturn’s rings?” I asked. 
 “Possibly… In any case, that’s what you and I need to determine.” 
 “You keep saying you. I don’t want you on my ship any longer than necessary. I sure don’t want to go to Mars with you.” 
 He patted his stomach. “I realize this. And that is why I have the persuader.” 
 “Are you sure there’s really a bomb in his gut?” I asked Rax. 
 “A double helix cobalt bomb,” the crystal said. “It is more than adequate to demolish the Guard ship, which would destroy the both of us, as well.” 
 I silently mouthed “double helix cobalt bomb” before turning to the Director. 
 “That doesn’t sound like Earth tech,” I said. 
 “It isn’t,” the Director said. “CAU personnel found it in Hap’s space plane.” 
 “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You want to set up advanced sensors in Mars orbit.” 
 “Beyond Mars orbit,” he said. 
 “Even if I thought that was a good idea,” I said, “I haven’t been past the moon in this ship. What makes you think the Guard ship can reach Mars?” 
 “We know it can from previous comments from Rax. The Guard dreadnought was in Jupiter orbit before it left the Solar System.” 
 “My Guard shuttle once traveled from Jupiter to Earth?” I asked. 
 “Yes,” Rax and the Director said in unison. 
 “I still don’t know why you need my help,” I said. 
 “Because you control the Guard ship,” the Director said. “Look. This is starting to get ridiculous. I would appreciate it if you returned my property,” he said, holding out a hand. “I need the device you confiscated. I need it in order to keep the bomb from prematurely igniting.” 
 I tried to mesh the appearance of Lord Beran and his beastmen with the Director’s knowledge of alien comm transmissions from Saturn. 
 As I did this, the Director continued to sweat. He seemed to reach a conclusion, and his features tightened considerably. He stood up from his seated position and suddenly lunged at me, diving at my legs. 
 Kazz and Philemon had jumped me once on the Guard ship. Ever since, I’d been antsy about a repeat of that. 
 Unfortunately for the Director, he was moving a little too wobbly for a good surprise attack. I rammed my right knee up, maybe giving it extra power because of my experiences. The bony protrusion of my knee caught the Director square in the face. That made an ugly thump, and the blow catapulted the Director’s head back so his neck bones snapped. He half flipped and landed—crumpled—onto his back. 
 The Director just lay there. He didn’t pant. He didn’t moan. He couldn’t. He appeared to be stone cold dead. 
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 “I didn’t mean to kill him,” I said, which was the truth. 
 I mean, I disliked the man. I even often said I hated him, and Debby would chide me about that. She didn’t like the word used casually. It was easy for me to say I hated something. That didn’t mean I necessarily wanted to kill it. I hadn’t meant to do that just now. I’d simply been protecting myself from a ship takeover. 
 “If you didn’t mean to kill him,” Rax said, “then why did you ram your knee into his face so forcefully?” 
 “That was reflex,” I said. “Adrenalin. He was coming at me. Remember how Kazz and Philemon took over the ship a year ago?” 
 “Indeed, I do,” Rax said. “Their plan was well executed.” 
 “Yeah, whatever,” I said. “Their stealing the ship caused all sorts of problems. I don’t know how many times I’ve told myself I’m never going to let that happen again. So, when the Director charged me…” 
 “You killed him.” 
 “I didn’t mean to kill him. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I just wanted to knock him out.” 
 “There is a fallacy here,” Rax said. 
 “Listen—” I said, starting to get mad. 
 “I do not refer to your killing blow as the fallacy.” 
 “What are you talking about then?” 
 “The Director—the pseudo-Director, I now believe—has a small device located in his cortex.” 
 “You mean in addition to the double helix cobalt bomb in his gut?” 
 “Correct,” Rax said. 
 I blinked several times as I ingested that. “Do you mean it’s a control device like Sergei’s clones used to have in their brains?” I asked. 
 “Clones,” Rax said. “That is the possible answer to all the odd behaviors we have witnessed.” 
 I stared at the unmoving Director. “You’re saying…he’s a clone?” 
 “I am unsure. But let us observe the facts. The Director of the CAU immediately answered our call the instant we made it. In some ways, it almost seemed as if he was waiting for the call.” 
 “That would imply Beran,” I said. 
 “Let me finish my line of reasoning,” Rax said testily. “The Director then came alone onto the Guard ship with a bomb in his belly and a control device in his brain. He demanded that you join him on a space expedition to Mars and possibly beyond. None of those are the typical actions of the Director of the CAU as we know him.” 
 “You got that right,” I said. “It’s interesting that CAU grabbed Hap’s tech. Hap had clones of Sergei…” I frowned. “How long does it take to grow a clone from infancy?” 
 “A clone is just like the real thing,” Rax said. “It should take many decades to mature a clone from a vat.” 
 “Unless Hap had some kind of quick-grow…equipment,” I said. “Or unless CAU found a way to use the chronowarp on the clone. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 “I am not familiar with all aspects of cloning,” Rax said. “Galactic Law is quite severe regarding the use of clones. Thus—” 
 “But you think he’s a clone?” I said, pointing at the dead Director. 
 “At this point, I would give that a ninety-seven percent probability,” Rax said. 
 “That high, huh? Do you think Beran sent him?” 
 “I do not,” Rax said. “Lord Beran desires your capture, not your elimination. I believe the clone was genuine in not knowing about the Harrah’s assault. Thus, given the pseudo-Director’s requests…I’d say the CAU sent him.” 
 “Meaning the real Director?” I asked. 
 “If he still maintains control of CAU,” Rax said. “Given Lord Beran’s information about Debby and you, he obviously had a source. CAU seems like the obvious source.” 
 “So, then we’re back to Beran having taken over CAU.” I snapped my fingers. “Maybe this was all a ruse to get us far away from Earth. Beran failed to capture me. Now he wants me out of the way so he can do whatever he’s trying to do on Earth without our interference.” 
 “That is an interesting scenario with high probabilities of possibility,” Rax said. 
 “Right,” I said, starting to mentally prepare for a mission. “You’ll have to teleport me to CAU Headquarters.” 
 “Might I suggest an alternative method of discovery?” 
 “What’s that?” I asked. 
 “Call CAU and see what transpires.” 
 I thought about that as I went to the corpse and grabbed it by its feet. I began dragging the body from the piloting chamber. 
 “I suggest you take the corpse to the stasis unit,” Rax said. “If we put it in stasis, that might keep the bomb from prematurely exploding aboard ship.” 
 I pulled faster just in case the bomb was on some kind of timer. But I didn’t drag the corpse to the stasis unit. Instead, I headed to the torpedo chamber. 
 “Logan,” Rax said from an intra-ship comm, “you are going the wrong way.” 
 I didn’t answer. I didn’t feel I had to, since this was my ship. 
 “This is a mistake,” Rax said thirty seconds later. 
 I manipulated an inner torpedo hatch, shoved the corpse into the tube and pressed the switch that slammed the hatch shut. 
 “We may want the items for later study,” Rax said over the comm. 
 I moved to a small control board, tapping it. I heard a clang and a whoosh, the sounds of the tube flooding. 
 “Why the unnecessary haste?” Rax asked. 
 I pressed the final switch and looked up at a tiny screen. The corpse ejected into the ocean from a torpedo tube. 
 I turned and ran back to the piloting chamber. Jumping onto the seat, I pressed controls, moving us away as the body began to sink for the depths. 
 Suddenly, the double helix cobalt bomb in its gut ignited, creating a white hot flash in the water. The flash expanded and struck the Guard ship. 
 The entire vessel shuddered and rolled over. I grabbed the armrests of my piloting chair and barely kept myself from flying onto the ceiling, which was now below me. The ship kept moving, despite the groaning of metal twisting— 
 Water began to gush into the piloting compartment. 
 “Rax, Rax,” I shouted. 
 The engine purred, control came back to the Guard ship, and it righted itself. The seawater, however, continued gushing into the piloting chamber. 
 “What happened?” I shouted. 
 “The Guard ship has been breached, Logan. The double helix cobalt bomb went off too close to the vessel. We have already begun to sink.” 
 I activated the flight controls and began taking us higher. We’d gone down about one hundred feet already. At that point, a secondary explosion within the ship caused the forward and upward motion to cease. 
 “Rax,” I said. 
 “We must abandon ship, Logan. We must do it at once or we’ll go too deep and I won’t be able to transfer us out of here.” 
 “What?” I shouted. 
 “The engine is offline and water is filling several compartments,” Rax said. “We must abandon ship.” 
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 The Guard ship trembled as metal creaked all around us and more water poured in. I grabbed Rax and sloshed through the water already up to my ankles. After exiting the chamber, I sealed the hatch, stopping any water from following us. 
 “You see,” Rax told me as I hurried to the transfer chamber. 
 “What do you mean, you see? You’re not saying this is my fault. I just saved our butts. The cobalt bomb would have killed us if it had gone off inside the ship.” 
 “That is incorrect,” Rax said. “You created the problem by flushing the corpse. The greater pressure created by the water activated the stomach device. You nearly killed us with your hasty action. You may have cost us the Guard ship, as well.” 
 I made a detour and hurried to my chamber as I shoved gear into a backpack. I couldn’t believe this. What had I done? What had whoever had sent the clone Director been thinking? I wanted to kill that person. 
 But I couldn’t worry about that now. The ship continued to groan all around me as it sank deeper into the ocean. 
 “Logan, we don’t have any more time to—” 
 A sudden clang and a thud throughout the ship threw me off my feet, interrupting the crystal’s complaints. 
 “What just happened?” I said as I got up. 
 “The ship hit a ledge of sorts. It has stopped sinking for the moment.” 
 “That’s great.” 
 “Yes, as I can still transfer us from here. But that will only work as long as the ship’s battery power lasts. The engine room and the piloting chamber are flooded.” 
 Rage consumed me. I shook my head. That wasn’t going to help. I had to think, to figure this out. I was devastated at the thought of possibly losing the Guard ship forever. 
 “Okay...” I said. “That means…well, it means we have limited teleportation for a time.” 
 “That is bad, Logan.” 
 I already knew that. I didn’t need Rax hectoring me about it. I had to reframe this or I was going to start getting furious again, and that would just waste time. 
 “Turn it around,” I managed to say. “We could have died just now. The breach could have let in the entire ocean at once. The Guard ship could be sinking, so we’d be too deep to get out. We’re alive. We still have something, as we have teleportation at least for a time. It may be enough to defeat Beran and his beastmen. Sure. Given enough time, I’ll get a sub and come and fix what happened here.” 
 “That is far too optimistic.” 
 I couldn’t listen to his negativity, and arguing here was just dumb. I finished stuffing my pack, shouldered it and rushed to the transfer chamber. It struck me then that I didn’t know where we should go. 
 CAU Headquarters was in Utah at the Bonneville Salt Flats, deep underground. The flats stretched for miles upon miles of white salt between the Great Salt Lake and the eastern Nevada state line. I’d been there on one other occasion. I’d gone with Kazz to rescue his friend Philemon, a one hundred pound Homo habilis. Each of them used to work for the Starcore and had come to Earth a long time ago. 
 As I said earlier, Philemon was dead, killed in a strange Twilight Zone dimension. We’d used a rip in reality at the Bermuda Triangle to reach the place. Kazz had been at the Harrah’s hotel tower. How had he known about Beran and his battle thralls? Was Kazz still alive? Why had he tried to save Debby and me? 
 “Should we call CAU?” Rax asked, interrupting my thoughts. 
 “And if we’re right about Beran having taken over the facility?” I asked. 
 “We can help confirm that as true or not by calling.” 
 “We could also give the game away by calling,” I said. “Beran might be able to pinpoint the location of the Guard ship if we call.” 
 “We are working with too many assumptions and not enough facts,” Rax said. 
 “Are you proposing we transfer directly into CAU Headquarters?” 
 “Now that you say it… Yes. That is my suggestion. It is near the limit of where I can transfer us, though.” 
 I considered the idea, soon shaking my head. 
 “Seems like the place would be under the tightest surveillance one way or another,” I said. “Security showed up pretty fast last time I broke in with Kazz.” I eyed the crystal. “Unless you have some stealth gear stashed aboard ship that you’re not telling me about.” 
 Rax did not reply. 
 “So what is it?” I asked. “Do you have stealth gear?” 
 “No. But I could possibly short circuit their surveillance system.” 
 “How?” 
 “You could take an EMP grenade along. Once inside, you toss the grenade. The pulse will knock out their surveillance system.” 
 “Wouldn’t the pulse knock out more than that?” I asked. 
 “It would,” Rax admitted. 
 “I don’t want a hammer to swat a fly. If CAU is still intact, we need their help against Beran.” 
 “Perhaps if you appeared in the main surveillance chamber…” Rax said. “You could directly shut off the system.” 
 “Do you know where the main chamber is?’ 
 “I do not,” Rax said. 
 “So how does that help me?” I said, my voice rising. 
 “That is why I suggest you call first,” Rax said. “Maybe we could transfer whoever answers and interrogate them here. The air supply will last you for some time here.” 
 I nodded. I liked it. “Set up a connection,” I said. 
 A few second passed. The comm screen in the transfer chamber began to blink. Someone began to appear on the screen—then the screen went snowy. 
 “Someone is jamming our signal,” Rax said. “It is just like the jamming at Friday’s Station.” 
 That proved Beran had done or was doing something to CAU Headquarters. Beran was also my best line to getting Debby back. This could be my only chance at getting a line on the dominie. 
 “Listen,” I said. “Transfer me to just outside the jamming range.” 
 “Do you mean above ground?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Ah…” Rax said. “I have found a hidden location. At least, I think it is hidden.” 
 “Then let’s get started,” I said. 
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 I lay on hot white salt, using binoculars to peer over the lip of a depression. This was Rax’s great hiding spot? 
 A hot breeze blew over me. The breeze wasn’t strong enough to kick up salt particles. But the day was so hot that the images in my binoculars wavered and blurred. 
 With a twist of my thumb, I refocused, trying to get a better image. 
 It was hard to be certain, but I thought I saw several…floaters, I decided to call them. Each was the size of a semitrailer, and they hovered several feet off the white surface. Beastmen moved like ants from an underground entrance pushing huge hovering carts. The wolf-men walked the loaded carts up a ramp and into one or another of the floaters. Some returned down the ramp into the underground entrance of CAU Headquarters, no doubt to collect more stuff. 
 “What do you see?” Rax asked from my back pocket. 
 I described the floaters and the U-Haul beastmen. 
 “We must get closer,” Rax said. “From here, I cannot scan through the jamming. If I were closer, I might be able to bore through a concentrated scanning sweep. That might give us greater data.” 
 Using the binoculars, I studied the situation with the idea of sneaking closer. 
 Unfortunately, this was one of the flattest places on Earth. That was why automobile racers had used the Bonneville Salt Flats to set speed records. We’d been lucky to find this depression, but then we were on the edge of the flats. Mountains rose up behind me. 
 “What is it?” I asked. “Close to six-thirty?” 
 “You cannot wait for dark. Surely, they will leave before then.” 
 “Can you transfer me closer?” I asked. 
 “Possibly a little,” Rax said, sounding reluctant. “If the jamming signal should suddenly strengthen, widening the affected area, that could interfere with a successful teleportation and possibly result in our grisly deaths.” 
 “They’ll spot me if I try crawling.” 
 “True,” Rax said. “Something has been bothering me about the timing of all this, and I finally realize what it is.” 
 “Yeah…” I said, lowering the binoculars. “The clone Director answered my call only a short time ago. CAU must have been under siege then. Why didn’t he say anything about it?” 
 “Precisely,” Rax said. “The other question is this. How did Lord Beran gain his information about you? We thought he got it from CAU. But that cannot be correct if he hasn’t already stormed headquarters.” 
 “Maybe he raided the CAU offices in DC and got preliminary data from those records and/or the people there.” 
 “That strikes me as illogical,” Rax said. “If beastmen suddenly appeared in DC, the entire nation should be in an uproar.” 
 “Maybe Beran hit those offices with greater finesse than he did Friday’s Station.” 
 “I deem that as unlikely given his actions at Friday’s Station.” 
 “Yeah, that wasn’t too subtle, was it? If he’s so superior, why isn’t he using superior tactics? Openly storming a place like Harrah’s with beastmen…he’s advertising his presence, his extraterrestrial nature.” 
 “The reason for such bluntness might be arrogance,” Rax said. “Perhaps he considers the aboriginals of this planet inferior in quality. Thus, he believes he can act in a rougher or more lordly fashion.” 
 Scowling, I said, “I’m getting sick of aliens thinking they can push us Earthmen around.” 
 “To the contrary,” Rax said. “It is excellent that they think so. It has allowed us to maneuver inside their arrogance. If they had acted with greater caution each time, it is doubtful we could have won the various encounters as we did.” 
 I picked up the binoculars and continued studying the beastmen and floaters. I didn’t see any sign of Beran or other Antares dominies. I watched for another fifteen minutes as the beastmen kept filling up the alien U-Hauls. At the end of that time, the beastmen herded fifty or so people out of CAU and onto the floaters. All of the people were handcuffed as I’d been in Friday’s Station. I couldn’t tell the identities of any of the individuals, just that they were human. 
 Finally, beastmen shoved the ramps into the floaters and climbed aboard. I expected to see them race away. Instead, the floaters shimmered for several seconds and then disappeared. 
 “Did you see that?” I said. 
 “I scanned the situation at the last second,” Rax replied. “The jamming quit, allowing me to use my internal sensors. They transferred.” 
 “I can see that.” 
 “You did not let me finish,” Rax said. “They transferred off-planet.” 
 “How do you know that?” 
 “I scanned the direction of the transfer signal. It flashed off-plant.” 
 “To a waiting spaceship?” I asked. 
 “I do not think so. The signal was strong and continued past my scanning range. Of course, if I’d been in the Guard ship I could have followed the signal farther.” 
 “Where do you think they transferred?” 
 “The moon would be my guess,” Rax said. 
 “You’re kidding?” 
 “I have no reason to hoodwink you.” 
 “But that’s incredible. Do you think Beran or his people have a base on the moon?” 
 “That seems likely.” 
 “Wouldn’t NASA or someone see that from Earth?” 
 “That is an interesting question. It would seem this theoretical base has remained hidden so far. Yet, the clone Director knew about radio signals from Saturn. The question raises itself. Where did these signals travel? Were they aimed at the moon? Did the aliens radio anyone, or were those transfer signals that the clone Director detected.” 
 “This is all twisted up,” I said. “CAU had to be under assault when I called. Yet, the clone acted as if nothing was the matter there.” 
 “Perhaps we should investigate the premises.” 
 “Is anyone down there?” 
 Rax did not reply right away. “Yes,” he finally said, “I sense several people. Logan! Danger! There is—” 
 Before Rax could finish, a fantastic explosion erupted. Half a mile away or more, salt and dirt roared upward in a vast geyser as the ground shook under me. A shock wave must have been traveling at us— 
 But it never struck me. I staggered in an upright position near Harrah’s hotel tower in South Lake Tahoe. Rax must have transferred us just before the shock wave hit. 
 “Why are we here exactly?” I whispered. 
 “I used an emergency transfer,” Rax said quietly. “Harrah’s was in my processor. I adjusted it at the last second, appearing down here on the surface instead of up at Friday’s Station on the eighteenth floor.” 
 There were ambulances, cop cars and fire trucks galore. Some of the cops had already set up their yellow tape. Crowds had gathered. Some of those people were near me. I saw a woman giving me the stink eye. Had she seen me teleport into existence? 
 I gave her a nod before moving along, plunging into a crowd. 
 “Is she still watching us?” I asked. 
 “I do not know who you are referring to,” Rax said. 
 I glanced back. The woman was no longer watching me as I’d moved too deeply into a crowd of gawkers and she had plenty else to snag her attention. I kept pushing my way toward the rear of the crowd. It helped that as soon as people looked at me they moved out of my way. Then, it struck me that maybe that wasn’t so good. I was likely memorable. 
 I began dusting salt and dirt from my clothes. I wore a heavy backpack, must have looked beat up and was probably grimy. I needed to get cleaned up. I also needed to catch my breath and figure out the next move. 
 I glanced around and headed toward a restaurant several blocks away. I heard hurried footsteps behind me and began to turn— 
 “Keep moving,” she snapped. 
 I felt something hard press against my side. It felt like the end of a gun. I realized then that the voice had sounded familiar. 
 I began to turn. 
 “Don’t,” she said. 
 I did it anyway, seeing Jenna Jones of the CAU, with a snub-nosed .38 pressed against my side. 
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 “I told you not to look back,” Jenna said, digging the end of the barrel into my flesh. 
 “Hey,” I said. “That smarts.” Before she could react, I twisted around and grabbed the .38. She tried to hang on, but she didn’t have any luck, as I was far stronger than she was. 
 Jenna cried out, yanking her hand from the gun. She sucked on the finger that had been twisted by the trigger guard. 
 “Are you an idiot?” she half-shouted. “I could have accidently fired the gun. That might have wounded you. It certainly would have brought the police running.” 
 “So why did you stick the gun in my side?” 
 “Give it back,” she demanded, holding out her unhurt hand. 
 I studied Jenna. 
 She wore an orange baseball cap with a mane of long dark hair spilling out from under it. She was tall, with blue eyes, a face to launch a thousand marriage proposals and a statuesque figure. In other words, she was a babe, but she was tough and threw herself far too seriously into her work as a CAU Field Agent. 
 If I hadn’t been attached to Debby a year ago… 
 I handed Jenna the .38. 
 “Thanks for nothing,” she said, shoving the snub-nosed into the shoulder holster under her windbreaker. 
 “So…?” I said. 
 “Go,” she said, shoving me. “Keep walking. It’s better if we don’t stay out here.” 
 I complied, continuing for the restaurant. 
 “Well?” I asked, as Jenna moved up beside me. 
 “What’s in the backpack?” she asked. “It looks heavy.” 
 “Never mind about the pack,” I said. “Why are you here?” 
 “Where should I be?” 
 “At CAU headquarters,” I said. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m a field agent, which means I should be out in the field.” 
 I looked in her eyes. The Good Book said to be careful when looking into a woman’s eyes. They can trap a man with sexual temptation. Jenna’s eyes certainly were beautiful. I’d been attracted to her before— 
 “You never change,” she said, breaking the connection by glancing away. 
 I raised an eyebrow, but I wasted the suave gesture because she wasn’t looking at me. 
 “Are you hungry?” I asked. 
 She looked at me again, perhaps divining my destination and shrugged. “I guess so. I haven’t eaten since last night. Are you buying?” 
 “Why not?” I said. 
 Soon enough, we slid into a booth. I’d taken off the pack and slid it into the booth ahead of me. 
 “What’s in it?” she asked again. Her focus on my backpack didn’t hit me as out of sync until subsequent events had transpired. 
 “Stuff,” I said. 
 “Where’s Rax?” 
 “Around,” I said, picking up the menu, scanning it. 
 She pulled down the menu to stare at me. “What happened up at Harrah’s?” 
 “How should I know?” 
 “People saw someone fall from the eighteenth floor,” Jenna said. “I’ve spoken to a few of those people. Those that watched this person said he simply vanished before hitting the pavement. There’s only one man on Earth who can do that, and that’s you.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “No, not oh,” she said. “A score of people were murdered in Friday’s Station. A few shocked survivors are reporting werewolves firing laser rifles. That’s crazy, of course. The police are baffled as to what actually happened.” 
 “You talked to the police?” 
 “To the lieutenant in charge of the operation,” she said. “Luckily, the lieutenant is more worried about keeping this from the news and having it turn into Tahoe’s Vegas shootout than coming to the obvious conclusion.” 
 “That aliens are involved?” I asked. 
 Jenna kept her hand on the menu as she scowled at me. 
 “There’s more?” I asked. 
 “What’s that mean?” 
 “I’m the one asking you,” I said. 
 “No,” she said. “I’m asking you what happened at Friday’s Station. You were up there obviously. You jumped through a window, fell and Rax saved your butt by teleporting you to safety.” 
 I studied Jenna more carefully. I believed that her anger was genuine. But was this the real Jenna Jones or was she another CAU clone? 
 The waitress showed up, asking if we were ready to order. Jenna studied her menu and made a quick selection, and I did the same. The waitress returned almost immediately with our waters with lemon slices. 
 I drained my glass and asked for a refill. Jenna shoved hers over to me and asked the waitress for another glass. 
 I drained that water, too. 
 Soon, Jenna had a new glass while I had two refills. I drank the one and held the last in reserve. 
 “Why so thirsty?” Jenna asked as the waitress walked away. 
 I glanced around to see if anyone was eavesdropping. It didn’t seem like it. No one was in the booths on either side of us. Even so, I leaned across the table and kept my voice low. 
 “I have some bad news, Jenna.” 
 Her immediate frown drew a vertical line between her eyebrows. 
 I gave her a quick rundown about Friday’s Station, the clone Director dead in the ocean and what I’d seen at the salt flats, including the fantastic explosion that must have demolished CAU Headquarters. 
 By the end, Jenna slumped back against her couch. She was pale, obviously shocked and she struggled to hold back tears. 
 “An explosion?” she whispered. 
 I nodded in a sympathetic manner. 
 “CAU is destroyed?” she asked. 
 “I don’t know the extent. Rax took me out of there in an emergency transfer.” 
 “To here?” she asked. 
 I nodded, and I realized I still trusted Jenna. Her grief was too sincere to be fake. 
 Although she was pale, Jenna was frowning again, staring down at her hands. Finally, she began to shake her head. She looked up at me in accusation. 
 “Your story doesn’t hold together. The time sequences are wrong.” 
 “I agree,” I said. 
 Her scowl intensified. “Don’t give me your diversion crap,” she said. “You’re giving me a tall tale.” 
 “I’m not. But before we go on, I want to know who ordered the cloning of the Director and how CAU matured the clone so quickly.” 
 “I have an observation to make,” Rax said from my pocket. 
 I reached back and brought Rax onto the table, placing him near my full glass of water. 
 “Hello, Jenna,” Rax said. 
 She stared at the cellphone-like object, finally muttering a greeting. 
 “The time sequence is off,” Rax said. “That would mesh, however, with the clone’s advanced age.” 
 “Right,” I said. “You’re talking about the chronowarp.” 
 “I am,” Rax said. “That is the only method I know that could account for the adult clone. The chronowarp must have sped up time in a concentrated bubble around the clone, aging it to maturity.” 
 Jenna glanced from Rax to me. 
 “You didn’t know about the clone?” I asked. 
 “No,” she said. 
 “Rax?” I asked. 
 “By all bodily indications,” the crystal said, “Jenna is telling the truth.” 
 “Hey!” she said, sitting up indignantly. “Is Rax acting like a lie detector?” 
 “You passed,” I said. “So why worry about it?” 
 She drummed her fingers on the table. The food arrived, interrupting the conversation, and she appeared to relax. 
 Jenna had a Caesar salad. I ate a bacon burger that was heart-stoppingly good. 
 I finished first as usual, wiping my lips with a napkin and still feeling hungry. I ate the lonely pickle slice on my plate, flagged down the waitress and ordered a side of fries. 
 By this time, Jenna shoved her plate aside. She seemed to have been thinking while she ate. She now looked up at me. 
 “I’ve been trailing Kazz,” she said. “The Director had grown interested in the Neanderthal again. Until the new orders, I hadn’t seen Kazz since the Bermuda Triangle when we all returned to Earth. The Director said there were some bizarre stories piling up surrounding someone who could only be Kazz. I almost talked to Kazz several times, but he always gave me the slip. I knew he’d come to South Lake Tahoe…” 
 Jenna lowered her voice. “Why did Kazz show up when he did? Why did he try to save your life in Friday’s Station?” 
 “Exactly,” I said. “I’d like to know that, too.” 
 “You claim to have no idea?” she asked. 
 I spread my hands. 
 “Are you not saying anything so you don’t have to lie to me?” she asked. 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “This whole thing baffles me. I want to know where this Antares dominie Beran took Debby. Do the aliens have a moon base? If they do, why haven’t we seen it? Why did the clone Director talk about radio signals from Saturn?” 
 “I know CAU has detected that,” Jenna said. “The signals have been intermittent. It first began…two months ago.” 
 “Oh,” I said. “So the clone wasn’t lying about that?” 
 “I still find it hard to believe there was a clone,” Jenna said. “Do you realize how many complexities the idea of CAU clones raises? For instance, let’s say for the sake of argument there are clones. How did the clone Director become a midlife adult in a year? And if Rax’s idea of the chronowarp is right, how did the clone learn what the Director knows? Why didn’t I know about this clone? How did the—?” 
 “I am certain the chronowarp is the key to all this,” Rax piped in, interrupting her litany. “Do you happen to know the location of the ancient device?” 
 Jenna opened her mouth as if to say. She stopped suddenly. Her eyes grew wide and wary. I thought I detected fear in her bearing. 
 “I’m not going to do anything to you,” I said. “If you feel that you have to run away from me, go ahead. Run.” 
 Jenna’s head came up sharply as she focused on me with hyper-alertness. 
 “Why did you just say that?” she asked. 
 “You just figured something out,” I said. “Whatever it was scared you and made you wonder about me… Oh,” I said, after a moment. 
 She was watching me closer than ever. 
 “You wonder if I’m me,” I said. 
 She hesitated before nodding in agreement. 
 “You’re thinking…what?” I asked. “That I’m an alien in a Logan disguise?” 
 Her hands had slid under the table. I had the feeling she was aiming the .38 at my midsection. 
 “If I fire,” she said, confirming my suspicion, “and you live. I’ll know you’re an alien. If I fire and you die, I’ll know I was wrong.” 
 “How does that help?” I said. I could actually feel the pistol pointed at my gut, and I didn’t like it one bit. 
 “I’m going to ask you this once,” she said. “You said your Guard ship took a hit, a hit from the—what did you call it?” 
 “A double helix cobalt bomb,” I said. “Have you ever heard of it?” 
 “Never.” 
 “Rax?” I asked. 
 The crystal was silent. I reached for him. 
 “Don’t touch it,” Jenna said. 
 I frowned at her. “What’s going on now?” 
 She hesitated again, before saying, “I’m trying to verify the truth.” 
 “Why don’t you want me touching Rax? And why isn’t he answering?” 
 “Let’s stick to the issue,” Jenna said. “You always dodge a question you don’t want to answer. Do you know that about yourself?” 
 This turn in the conversation was starting to strike me as seriously off. What was wrong with her? 
 “Your Guard ship,” she prodded. “You said it sank.” 
 “Yeah… That’s right.” 
 Jenna moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. It was a pretty gesture and those were pretty lips, even more so with a gloss of wetness. 
 “Where did the ship sink exactly?” Jenna asked. 
 “How does my answering that make any difference to you?” 
 “Just tell me,” she said. 
 “Well—” 
 A shot rang out, a single and unmistakable sound. For just a second, I thought Jenna had pulled the trigger. I winced, but didn’t feel any pain. I did see her head disintegrate before me. It was as ugly a thing as I’ve ever seen. 
 Blood jetted from the head wound, and she toppled sideways in the booth. 
 People began screaming. Some jumped up and raced for the exit. As they did, a shadow loomed beside me. 
 I was stunned by the latest event. I might have become a little woozy at watching Jenna die. A thick-necked man reached over to Jenna’s corpse and grabbed her. It seemed like an obscene thing to do. He yanked her upright, reached inside her windbreaker and took out a blinking green device. He examined it and seemed to find what he was looking for. He clicked the device. 
 “Logan,” Rax said immediately, “I have detected a control device inside Jenna’s brain.” 
 “What?” I said, my lips feeling numb, my entire face feeling cold. 
 A strong hand grabbed me, shaking me until my head wobbled. 
 “Snap out of it, man,” Kazz said. “If you can, transfer us out of here.” 
 I looked up at the Neanderthal’s wide face with its bony ridge for eyebrows. He wore the same silky business suit as when he’d been in Friday’s Station. 
 “Kazz?” I asked. 
 “Rax,” the Neanderthal said. “Get us out of here.” 
 “Hold it,” a cop said from the door. “Put your hands in the air or I’ll fire.” 
 At that point, we transferred, Kazz, Jenna’s corpse, Rax and I. 
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 We reappeared at the Utah salt flats near the base of the mountains. In the distance, there was a big hole in the saltpan with smoke still rising from it. Much of the area around the hole was dark with dirt and other debris. No one had arrived. I would have been surprised if anyone had gotten here so quickly. 
 Jenna’s corpse lay on the ground with blood still leaking from the broken skull. Kazz stood nearby with a .357 Magnum gripped in his wide left hand. I sat down hard on the ground. I was taking Jenna’s death badly. 
 It occurred to me what Rax had said just before the cop showed up. Jenna had had a control device in her brain. 
 “Rax, that device in her brain…” 
 “It is an exact copy of the device in Sergei’s brain,” the crystal said. 
 I know I’ve mentioned Sergei a time or two. He’d been a Ukrainian mobster under Hap’s control. His full name had been Sergei Gromyko. Hap had possessed several clones of Sergei, with a control device in each. The alien had been using the Ukrainian Mafia for his nefarious ends. 
 “Are you saying our Jenna was another clone?” I asked Rax. 
 I could feel Kazz turn to stare at me. The Neanderthal had been studying the crater out there. 
 “I do not know that,” Rax said. “It is difficult to tell a clone from the original. Perhaps Kazz has information that will help shed light on the problem.” 
 I looked up at Kazz and noticed that he hadn’t put the .357 away. The Neanderthal didn’t aim the Magnum at me, but kept the gun down by his left leg. 
 Kazz didn’t say a word, though, just watched me. 
 Maybe he was giving me time to get my bearings. I finally realized I was sitting on the ground. I stood, and realized that Rax had also transferred my backpack with us. I debated shouldering the pack, and finally did so, clicking the belt closed around my waist. 
 “Well?” I finally asked. 
 Kazz still did not say anything. 
 “Are you going to shoot me next?” I asked, indicating his gun. 
 Kazz raised the gun to look at it as if noticing that he hadn’t put it away. A wry smile twisted his lips. He flicked the cylinder out, extracted the spent shell and put in a new one. Then, he shoved the big gun into a shoulder rig holster, snapping a strap around the handle. 
 “Long time,” he said, sticking out his meaty right paw. 
 I was reluctant to shake that hand. He’d just murdered Jenna. But he had tried to save Debby and me earlier today at Friday’s Station. 
 In the end, I shook his hand, expecting anything, tensing as he began to squeeze. I half expected him to try a throw. Instead, Kazz released my hand and turned back to the crater out there. He pointed at it. 
 “What do you think happened?” Kazz asked. 
 “I don’t think,” I said. “I know. I saw it.” 
 He glanced at me. 
 “The beastmen were here,” I said. 
 “Beastmen?” he asked. “Oh, you mean the furry men.” 
 “I think of them as wolf-men,” I said. 
 “They’re Tosks,” Kazz said abruptly. 
 “You know where they’re from?” I asked. 
 Kazz nodded. “The Tosks are from the planet Kasser in the Antares System. Kasser is the third planet in the system. The Antares Institute is on the second planet, Seleucia.” 
 “How in the world do you know all that?” I asked. 
 “I know a lot of things,” Kazz said, “including that Lord Beran is hunting for you.” 
 “Okay… So how did you know Beran was going to be at Friday’s Station?” 
 “I didn’t know,” Kazz said. “But it seemed like a good possibility. So I got into position just in case, and I ended up being right.” 
 “How did you know I’d go there?” 
 “I saw you hesitate on the eighteenth floor,” he said. “You thought about going to the buffet but finally turned to Friday’s Station.” 
 He was right about that. I’d debated about going to the buffet, as it was especially good, but had finally decided on the prime rib and window view of Lake Tahoe. I hadn’t seen him trailing me, and that was surprising. Kazz should have stuck out like a sore thumb, him being a Neanderthal and all. 
 “How long have you been following me?” I asked. 
 Kazz shook his head. 
 “What’s that mean?” I asked. 
 “I haven’t been following you at all,” he said. 
 That didn’t make sense, unless… “You’ve been watching me?” I countered. 
 “That I have,” he said, grinning, “for about a week, although I wasn’t able to see you all the time.” 
 “Okay… How have you been watching me?” 
 Kazz’s grin widened, exposing his horse-like teeth. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Logan. Of course, there are some things I don’t know, either. I did know about the clones, though.” 
 Kazz pointed at Jenna’s corpse. “You can bet your sweet life that she was a clone. The clone wasn’t evil, but she worked for the Director, the real one, the one now on the run from Beran.” 
 I stared at Kazz. Too much was happening too fast. I’d lost Debby. I’d almost lost the Guard ship—might still lose it, in fact. I’d watched CAU Headquarters explode. I’d seen Jenna gunned down before me while talking to her in a restaurant booth… 
 I massaged my forehead. It occurred to me that Rax had fallen strangely silent again. I recalled the device Kazz had switched off that had been in Jenna’s possession. The crystal had immediately communicated after that. Could Kazz have switched the device back on? And if he had done that, why? 
 I slid the backpack from my shoulders so it thumped to the ground. Then I began to walk toward the mountains. I didn’t say anything, just needing to move my legs and do some thinking. I didn’t even bother to test my theory about Rax just yet. 
 Kazz knew too much. He obviously had access to some seriously interesting technology. Where could have gotten such advanced equipment? 
 I turned back, seeing that he’d turned to study the crater out there. 
 Slowly, I retraced my steps, returning to my backpack. 
 Kazz faced me. “Feeling a bit better?” he asked. 
 I pointed at Jenna’s corpse. “Why did you kill her? Was that really necessary?” 
 “Clones are an abomination,” Kazz said. 
 “What?” I asked, surprised by that. 
 “You heard me.” 
 I stared at Kazz in shock. “How long have you felt that way?” 
 His eyes narrowed. I got the feeling he didn’t like the last question. 
 “Why isn’t Rax talking?” I asked. 
 Kazz’s Neanderthal face stiffened. 
 We must have both come to the same conclusion at the same instant, as we each raced to draw our gun. Kazz moved fast, I moved faster. 
 “Stop!” I shouted, with my blaster aimed at his torso. 
 His .357 was half-drawn from his shoulder rig. He might have continued pulling it out. I would have pulled the trigger and gunned him down right there, though. 
 I took three steps back. Reaction times were tricky things. A man could lunge at another and tackle him before the other man realized he needed to pull the trigger. And from the brain to the finger took time, too, during which the attacker is upon you. 
 “Let go of the handle,” I said. 
 He did. 
 “Using your thumb and index finger, draw the gun out of the holster and let it drop to the ground.” 
 “This is a mistake,” Kazz told me. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 “Do it,” I said. “Or I’ll kill you here and now.” 
 “I tried to save your life in Friday’s Station.” 
 “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe you’re doing something else. I don’t know. But if you don’t disarm, I’m going to kill you, Kazz. I’m going to do it as cold-bloodedly as you murdered Jenna.” 
 “That was a clone.” 
 “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know. I also don’t know why Rax isn’t talking.” 
 Slowly, Kazz did as ordered, letting the heavy .357 thud onto the dirt. 
 “Back away from it,” I said. 
 He did, watching me closely the whole time. 
 “Now, sit down,” I said. I did not motion with the blaster. That was always a stupid idea. Instead, I kept myself on hair-trigger alert, pinpoint aim. 
 He crouched like a primitive, remaining on his feet. 
 “No, sit down,” I said. 
 Finally, he sat on the ground. 
 I backed up two more steps. 
 “Why are you so paranoid?” he asked. 
 “Nothing worse than a frightened man acting to save his life,” I said. “I’ll do what I have to in order to get Debby back. You’re my ticket to doing that.” 
 “I’d like to help you—” 
 “Shut up for a minute,” I said. “I need to think this through.” 
 Kazz closed his mouth, watching me the entire time. I had the feeling he was waiting for a chance to jump me and reverse our positions. 
 “How did you watch me?” I asked. 
 Kazz stared up at the cloudless sky. He seemed to be debating with himself. Finally, he shook his head. 
 “We can do this the hard way,” I said. “First, I’ll beam off your right foot. Then, I’ll beam off your left foot.” 
 “I helped you,” Kazz said. “Jenna would have taken you to the Director.” 
 “Good,” I said. 
 “Not good,” Kazz said. “I think the Director would have tortured you for information. He’s gone mad, Logan. He messed around with Hap’s tech, and it did something to him. Why do you think he’s shoving control devices into the clones’ minds?” 
 “That is weird,” I admitted. “Why isn’t Rax talking?” 
 Kazz sighed and reached into his jacket. 
 “You’d better pull out your hand slowly,” I warned. 
 He did, pulling out a small device with a green light. I’d last seen it when he pulled it from inside Jenna’s windbreaker. He flicked a switch with his thumb. 
 The device flashed with a blinding light. It surprised me. I staggered backward and finally remembered to fire my blaster. 
 The whine of the alien gun told me I’d fired the beam. I waved the gun back and forth so the beam would obliterate everything around me just in case I’d missed the first shot. 
 Finally, my eyes stopped watering and I could see again. I stopped firing. Kazz was gone. So was my backpack and so was Jenna’s corpse. 
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 “What happened?” I asked Rax. 
 For a wild, heart-stopping moment, there was no answer, and I thought Kazz had taken my crystal entity as well. 
 “Logan?” Rax asked suddenly. 
 “You’re here,” I said breathlessly, my heart now making up for lost time. 
 “Where else would I be?” 
 I picked Rax up off the ground, dusting him off on my jacket. 
 “How are you feeling?” I asked. 
 “Disoriented,” Rax answered. “I am having trouble functioning.” 
 “Do you know why?” 
 “No.” 
 I told Rax about the device with the green light. 
 “I do not recognize its description,” the crystal said. “Clearly, it turns me off in some manner. Since I was unable to record the incident and there is nothing to analyze in its absence, I can only theorize.” 
 “Well?” I said. “What are your theories?” 
 “Perhaps we should move. What if Kazz makes a sudden reappearance.” 
 “Good idea,” I said. “Teleport us—” 
 “In this instance,” Rax said, “I suggest you walk.” 
 “You mean go into the CAU ruins?” 
 “Exactly,” Rax said. 
 “Are you detecting anything down there?” 
 “I am not detecting radiation or any other harmful rays,” Rax said. “Therefore, I believe a scouting expedition would be a wise idea. Who knows what the beastmen have overlooked?” 
 “They’re called Tosks,” I said. 
 “I beg your pardon?” 
 I started walking for the crater in the saltpan. It would be dark soon. I didn’t have a flashlight or a regular cellphone. I suppose Rax might generate a light for a short time. Still, better to use the sunlight while we had it. 
 Soon, salt crunched underfoot as I told Rax everything that Kazz had said and done. 
 “His behavior is most puzzling,” Rax said after I’d finished. “Clearly, he has advanced technology. It’s possible the Starcore left certain stores of items on the Earth.” 
 I’d forgotten about the Starcore. It had been a giant crystal entity, the crystals originally taken from Rax Prime. A Polarion had constructed the Starcore, a half-insane crystal intelligence with delusions of godhood and enough cosmic power to give it a go. 
 I’d destroyed the Starcore and thus saved humanity and the galaxy from a tremendous amount of grief. As I’d said before, Kazz and Philemon had been servants of the ancient crystal entity. The Starcore had been asleep for a long time in a side dimension in Nevada. The nuclear testing in the 50s had woken it back up. 
 “Why did Kazz shoot the beastmen up at Friday’s Station?” I asked. 
 Rax avoided the question by saying, “Starcore leftovers are only one possibility. It is also possible the Neanderthal stumbled upon ancient Polarion tech.” 
 “That’s even worse,” I said. 
 “I would tend to agree. There is a third possibility. Kazz may be acting in concert with Lord Beran.” 
 “That doesn’t make sense,” I said. “He killed beastmen. And why would Beran have Kazz do that if the dominie planned to take me prisoner in Friday’s Station?” 
 “You have a point,” Rax said. “Let us scratch the idea of Kazz being Beran’s ally.” 
 “Did Kazz transfer just now?” 
 “What else?” Rax asked. 
 “Maybe he stumbled upon another Guard ship then.” 
 “I suppose we cannot say that is impossible,” Rax said. “But Galactic Guard records did not indicate another lost shuttle on Earth.” 
 “Fine. I’m out of ideas then.” 
 “Logan, I urge caution,” Rax said. “I am detecting a life-form deep inside the destroyed complex.” 
 I was about thirty feet from the edge of the crater. 
 “Someone is alive down there?” I asked. 
 “Yes. It is a female of your species. She has lost blood. I suggest you use haste.” 
 “Well, which is it?” I asked. “Be careful or be reckless?” 
 Rax didn’t answer at once. Finally, he said, “Both.” 

***

 Using the waning sunlight, I worked my way into the crater. There was twisted metal, broken rock, junk and blood in places. The Tosks—if that was their real name—hadn’t taken everyone. Some human corpses littered the way. 
 Luckily, after fifteen minutes, I found a flashlight. I had to climb over a barrier and roll aside chunks of masonry to get it. 
 “How much farther is this woman?” I asked a half hour later. 
 My flashlight was the only source of illumination. I had to crawl through some corridors to keep going. The bomb had done a job on the underground complex, but it hadn’t buried it because there hadn’t been enough dirt above to cave in and fill up the structure. 
 “The beastmen appear to lack expertise in demolition,” Rax said. “I suspect they believed the power of the explosive would be enough to finish the task.” 
 “Maybe they were under orders to do a half-assed job or they were under a time crunch.” 
 “Careful, Logan, my sensors have just indicated—down!” 
 I hit the deck as a bullet whizzed overhead, ricocheting against the walls behind me. 
 “Why didn’t you tell me—?” 
 “Wait,” Rax whispered. “Let me compute this. Ah, an access tunnel. I don’t know why I didn’t perceive the side route. The person we have come to rescue had a clear field of fire through a small access tunnel. She is still some distance from us.” 
 “Do you recognize her?” 
 “No.” 
 “Hey!” I shouted. “Don’t shoot. We’re here to help.” 
 I waited for a reply. 
 “What do you sense?” I whispered. 
 “Nothing different,” Rax said. 
 I cupped my hands around my mouth, rose up some and shouted as loud as I could. “I’m here to help. Don’t fire. We can’t rescue you if you kill us.” 
 There was no response. 
 “Fire twice if you agree to that,” I shouted at her. 
 Two shots went off. 
 “Great,” I muttered. “Do we trust her?” 
 “I would not,” Rax said. “This is a trick.” 
 I clicked off the flashlight, got up, reached the access tunnel and began to crawl through it. It was a tight fit. That plus the darkness made me claustrophobic. 
 “The person is breathing erratically,” Rax said softly. 
 I increased speed. 
 “Stop,” Rax whispered. “I believe she senses us. She has a weapon and is sighting down the tube.” 
 I made an instant decision. I flicked on the flashlight, beamed it on my face and shouted, “I’m Logan. I’m with the Galactic Guard. I’m here to help you.” 
 I heard a ragged gasp. 
 “Logan?” she asked in a pain-filled voice. 
 “Yes! Who are you?” 
 There was no answer. 
 I crawled faster, using the flashlight now. In less than five minutes, I reached an unconscious woman with long dark hair. Blood soaked her jacket and pants. I played the flashlight on her face. 
 It was Jenna Jones of the CAU. 
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 I had Rax transfer us to Turlock, California, a small mid-state city where I’d lived for a time growing up. I carried her into emergency at Emmanuel Hospital. 
 I used fake IDs for both her and me. Jenna carried one on her person, and I’d long ago manufactured several for me. 
 We had to wait to see the doctor. Emergency was filled with people, mainly Mexicans who had migrated to the States in the last twenty years and a few Middle Eastern people who had migrated in the last two years. 
 It made me angry that Jenna had to wait as she did. Finally, a nurse showed up and they wheeled Jenna into a room. 
 I waited, pacing and thinking as they stitched her worst wounds, checked her condition and gave her a blood transfusion. 
 “Rax,” I whispered. “Did you scan any devices in her brain?” 
 “I scanned earlier,” Rax said. “But her brain was devoid of any control equipment.” 
 “What about the rest of her?” I asked. 
 “Do you refer to bombs?” 
 “Anything out of the ordinary,” I said. 
 “Jenna had a handheld locator device while at CAU, but I did not transfer that with us.” 
 “What was the locator thingamajig for?” 
 “I believe she was watching our progress with it back in Utah. It was a mini-sensor, but one of alien manufacture.” 
 “From Hap’s stolen stash?” I asked. 
 “I deem that most likely.” 
 “Hap didn’t have any transfer tech, did he?” 
 “Not to my knowledge,” Rax said. 
 “Sir,” a nurse said. 
 I looked up, not having noticed the woman approach. 
 “Your friend is asking for you,” the nurse said. “She seems to think it critical and is becoming rather insistent. Perhaps you can help calm her. She refuses any sedatives.” 
 “I’ll see what I can do,” I said. 
 “If you’ll come with me,” the nurse said. 
 I followed her and soon entered a different room from before. Jenna lay in a bed. She had better color, wore a hospital gown and stared at me intently as I entered. 
 I could tell she wanted to say something, but hesitated in the nurse’s presence. 
 “You have to take it easy, honey,” I said, hurrying to Jenna’s side. I put a hand on an arm, rubbing it. 
 Jenna frowned for just a moment. 
 “Can you tell us what happened, sir?” the nurse said. “Jenna claims she can’t remember anything. She seems coherent enough, but…” 
 I turned to the nurse. “I, ah, came home—” I began. 
 “Home?” the nurse asked, interrupting. “According to what you told the desk clerk—” 
 “You know,” I said, approaching the nurse, taking hold of a shoulder. “I really need to see the doctor—immediately,” I added. 
 The nurse looked uncomfortable. 
 I removed my hand but gave her a knowing look. “It’s vital I speak to the doctor at once.” 
 The nurse seemed suspicious of me, finally nodding and going out the door. “I’ll be right back,” she said. 
 I whirled around as the door closed. “How do you feel?” I asked Jenna. 
 “Groggy,” she said. “The last thing I remember is being in CAU Headquarters. Everything went white and that was it.” 
 “That’s fine,” I said. “Are you well enough to move?” 
 “Just leave the hospital?” she asked. 
 “Right now,” I said. 
 “Won’t they ask questions if we do that?” 
 “Rax will move us,” I said. 
 Jenna looked up at a monitor. “They’ll see us transfer.” 
 I took that to mean Jenna was well enough to move, we just had to set up the conditions first. I grabbed a chair, shoved it near the wall camera, stood on it, wrenched the video feed from the wall and dropped the thing on the floor. 
 “Ready, Rax?” 
 “The ship’s battery power is becoming dangerously low from these repeated transfers,” he said. 
 “”Make it a short transfer then,” I said. 
 “The distance does not matter.” 
 “Fine, fine,” I said. “Take us back to the Guard ship then. Maybe I can do something with the batteries.” 
 “I do not advise that,” Rax said. “The air content in the Guard ship will not be good for long.” 
 “He should take us to the ancient Polarion structure at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean,” Jenna said. 
 “That is beyond my present transfer range,” Rax said. “We should decide now, though. The doctor is returning with the nurse.” 
 “Put us in a car lot,” I said. 
 “That is imprecise—” 
 “Outside the hospital in the parking lot,” I snapped. 
 “Logan,” Jenna warned. 
 We transferred as the door began to open. 
 I staggered outside in the Emmanuel parking lot near the emergency entrance. Jenna lay on the blacktop in her hospital gown. 
 I glanced around and chose a blue Silverado pickup, a four-door. 
 “Rax,” I said, while holding him. 
 The locks clicked open. I yanked open a rear door and helped Jenna inside. Slamming her door, I opened the driver’s side and hopped in. 
 The half-ton roared into life as Rax did his thing with the ignition. I didn’t like stealing a man’s truck, but this was an emergency. I would try to leave the truck in as fine a shape as I’d found it. Hopefully, the man would get it back in a day or so. 
 I drove out of the parking lot and headed north. 
 “Now what?” asked Jenna. 
 “Now,” I said, “we find a clothing store and get you something to wear. I have a few hundreds in my wallet.” 
 “That won’t buy me much,” Jenna said. 
 I glanced back as she lay across the rear seat. “This isn’t a shopping spree,” I said. “I just want to get you something other than that hospital gown.” 
 “Fine,” she said. “I’ll need shoes, too, not these paper slippers.” 
 I muttered something under my breath, looking around, trying to get my bearings. It had been more than a few years since I’d been in Turlock. 
 Things looked bleak for us as far as I could tell. I had a Jenna, hopefully, the real one. My Guard ship was wrecked off the coast, the battery power was dying, CAU Headquarters was in shambles, an alien had abducted my woman and Kazz seemed to be one of my many enemies. For all I knew, the hospital was giving my picture to local police and maybe the FBI. If that were true, it probably wouldn’t take long for them to figure out who I was, as CAU would have a feed into the Feds. 
 Just what was this all about anyway, and how could I get Debby back? 
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 Jenna and I ate at Panera’s near Freeway 99. She was wearing new clothes and shoes that we’d bought at T.J. Maxx in the shopping center across the street. 
 Jenna slurped clam chowder out of a big bread bowl, having already devoured a turkey sandwich with apple slices in it. 
 I drank coffee after downing a ham sandwich. The bacon burger before had been enough, but the smell of food had made me hungry again. 
 Jenna had stiches along her left side and in her left thigh. They were bandaged, but she was moving gingerly and had gotten pale while trying on the clothes and shoes. The food had brought back her color. 
 “You holding up okay?” I asked. 
 “I’m fine,” she said, tersely. 
 “You know I have a horde of questions, right?” 
 “So do I,” she said. 
 I nodded, sipping more coffee, deciding on the best approach and if I could trust her or not. 
 “Any comments, Rax?” I asked. 
 The metal casing was near my left hand on the table. 
 “I am going to assume your question means if this is the original Jenna or not,” the crystal said quietly. “I believe she is.” 
 Jenna’s head snapped up. I could see she had a question, but thought better of it and went back to eating her clam chowder. 
 “You know the Director made clones, right?” I asked her. 
 Jenna nodded. 
 “Did you know he’d made a clone of you?” I asked. 
 Jenna shook her head. 
 “Did you suspect it?” I asked. 
 “I suppose…” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to believe it, but the Director kept getting more paranoid. It got really bad after we detected the signals from Saturn.” 
 “That happened two months ago?” I asked. 
 “You know about the Saturn-based signals?” 
 It was my turn to nod. 
 “What do you know?” Jenna asked. 
 I took another sip of coffee and noticed the cup was empty. I got up, pumped myself more, added cream and came back. 
 Jenna had finished the chowder and had begun tearing apart her bread bowl, eating it. The girl had an appetite. That was a good sign. 
 As I sipped my coffee, I told her everything that had happened since the Tosks showed up in Friday’s Station. I told her what her clone had said and what Kazz had related. 
 “Where do you think this Lord Beran took Debby?” I asked finally. 
 “Behind the moon, for starters,” Jenna said. 
 “What’s that mean?” 
 “The moon always faces the Earth with the same side,” Jenna said. “That’s where the term, ‘the dark side of the moon,’ comes from. If one side always faces Earth, the other side always faces out.” 
 “There’s a name for that phenomenon,” I said. 
 “Of course there is. Tidal lock, for one.” She gave me her duh look. “The point, we believe, is that the moon base is on the dark side. The face directed toward Earth is just a staging area.” 
 “And…?” I asked. 
 “We’ve detected a strong signal going from the back of the moon to Deimos.” 
 “Where in the heck is that?” I asked. 
 “Deimos is one of the two small moons of Mars.” 
 “Mars again,” I said. 
 “We’ve detected a signal leaving Deimos and heading for Ceres,” Jenna said. 
 “Ceres down the road?” I asked, perplexed. 
 From Turlock, going north it went Keyes, Ceres and then Modesto. 
 “Not that Ceres,” Jenna said, “but the asteroid or dwarf planet of Ceres. Astronomers are always changing the names and designations of various small stellar bodies,” Jenna said primly. “Ceres used to just be the largest asteroid in the Asteroid Belt. A few years ago, astronomers said that Ceres and Pluto were dwarf planets. Nothing changes, but those size designations of stellar bodies do.” 
 “Let me guess,” I said. “CAU has also detected signals going from Ceres to Saturn.” 
 Jenna shook her head. “From Ceres to one of Jupiter’s moons,” she said. “From there, the signal goes to Saturn.” 
 “What does CAU believe those signals mean?” 
 “Transfer or teleportation signals,” Jenna said. 
 “That is well reasoned,” Rax said, keeping his voice low. “Transfer signals from Saturn to Jupiter are just barely within the accepted limits of high-powered transfer rays.” 
 “Are you saying Debby could be in the Saturn System?” I asked. “That she hopped from the moon, to Mars, to Ceres, to Jupiter and finally to Saturn?” 
 “Maybe,” Jenna said. 
 I sat back in disbelief. This was worse than I’d imagined. “How do I get Debby back?” I asked. 
 “That’s only one of the problems,” Jenna said. 
 I scowled thunderously. 
 “Although, clearly, that is an important problem,” Jenna added hastily. 
 I finished my coffee, debated drinking more and finally decided against it. Another cup would have me trembling. I didn’t feel like having a caffeine high just now. 
 “Should I tell her what you think is going on?” I asked Rax. 
 “Perhaps we should hear Jenna’s side of the story first,” the crystal said. 
 I put a hand on the table, focusing on Jenna. “What is going on?” I asked. “Why did the Director start making clones? Why did he have you, correction, have your clone follow Kazz? How did Kazz gain transfer technology? And if you know, what is Dominie Beran after here on Earth?” 
 Jenna looked away as she crumpled the remaining bread piece in her hands. Soon, she began to nod. She looked at me with a tired smile. 
 “Well,” she said, “it started like this…” 
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 “Soon after the Bermuda Triangle chronowarp incident, the CAU sent a team back to the Polarion structure at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean,” Jenna said. “The first party—oh, that was eleven months ago now—died, or we believed they died. No one returned after entering the underwater structure. The Director ruled against making another attempt right away. The scientists studied the structure from submarines, but gained no further clues as to the structure’s true nature. 
 “Finally, though…” Jenna became thoughtful as she stared at me in a distracted manner. “Eight months ago, one of the underwater science vessels mysteriously exploded. The other fled, but not before launching several probes toward the structure. All but one of the probes also self-destructed. The last one…” 
 Jenna refocused on me. 
 “The last one recorded a black torpedo slashing toward the Polarion base. The torpedo did not detonate against the ancient structure, but slowed and finally maneuvered underneath it for the bottom water entrance. Just like we did over a year ago, the torpedo used the sea entrance and went up into the structure.” 
 “It wasn’t a torpedo, then, but a sub of some kind?” I said. 
 “That was the scientists’ conclusion as well,” Jenna said. 
 “Did—?” 
 “Please, Logan, quit interrupting me. Let me tell the story all in one piece so I can remember everything.” 
 I nodded, indicating that she should continue. 
 “Where was I?” Jenna asked. “Oh, yes. The Director demanded we learn who had crewed the ‘black torpedo.’ Some of the scientists suggested it could be Polarions themselves. They proposed the idea that the Polarions secretly moved among us. Others pointed out that the torpedo’s hull had been constructed of the same material as Hap’s destroyed space plane.” 
 “Ah…” I said. 
 “The Director decided that meant Kazz must have been in the torpedo.” 
 “Was he?” I asked. 
 “We still don’t know,” Jenna said. “But if Kazz had gone inside the structure, it might explain how he’s come upon transfer technology.” 
 “You think Kazz stole it from the Polarions?” I asked. 
 Jenna nodded. 
 “Then…?” I said. 
 Jenna gave me a cross look before shrugging. “I’ll make this brief, as I’m starting to feel sleepy. Your constant interrupting isn’t helping.” 
 I had to admit, at least to myself, that I was feeling the effects of a full day and could use some shut-eye myself. The coffee’s caffeine didn’t seem to have much kick. 
 “Seven days after the torpedo entered the ancient structure, it departed. The Director was ready for that. Two U.S. attack subs moved in to intercept. The torpedo fired tiny projectiles. Those projectiles destroyed the two subs.” 
 “And…?” 
 “And that’s all I know concerning the black torpedo-shaped craft. It got away. It might have been Kazz, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 “Sketchy,” I said. 
 “I’m telling you what I know,” Jenna said, her voice rising. 
 Several people from other tables glanced at us. 
 “Hey, I’m right here,” I told Jenna. 
 “Quit making me mad,” she said more quietly. 
 “Sure,” I said. “No problem. Is the fact of the torpedo destroying U.S. subs what drove the Director over the edge?” 
 “That’s an interesting question,” Jenna said after a thoughtful moment. “I kind of doubt it, but it did cause him to do something uncharacteristic. He went on a field mission. The Director ordered another attempt to breach the Arctic Ocean structure. I didn’t know about his involvement until later, but he came aboard at the last minute, and the Director went over with the first and only team of operatives that went up into the structure in a bathyscaphe like we did over a year ago.” 
 I nodded. This was getting interesting. 
 “The team never came out,” Jenna said. “The CAU submarine captain wanted to send a second bathyscaphe. Orders soon arrived from headquarters to return immediately to base. Along the way, the submarine had a mysterious accident. There were no survivors.” 
 “But—” 
 “Let me finish,” Jenna said sternly. “There were no survivors, no black box, no explanation for the accident. What’s even stranger was that the Director had instructed his second in command to give the orders. The Director did this from CAU Headquarters.” 
 “Wait a minute,” I said. “You told me he went on the mission and entered the Polarion structure, the one that no one exited.” 
 “I fudged just a bit,” Jenna said. “I found a backup missive in the archives that said he went. The official records don’t say anything about him leaving headquarters.” 
 “That one is going over my head,” I said. 
 “CAU has a special backup system for record keeping,” Jenna said. “Every once in a while, a copy of the logs goes to the archives. It’s a special failsafe that—” 
 “You’re saying the official records say the Director never went to the Polarion base and yet the archives said he did.” 
 “Right,” Jenna said. 
 “Then, why did you say he went with the first team into the structure if he didn’t go?” 
 “I think the archives are telling the truth. I think the Director altered the regular logs but forgot about the archives. It was a chance thing that I looked at the archives. But once I saw that…other things began to come together. I suspect the last submarine was destroyed in order to cover his tracks. The captain—likely most of the crew—would have known the Director went into the Polarion structure. The Director couldn’t afford anyone to know that, obviously. That was when his strange behavior started.” 
 I thought about that. 
 “If the last submarine was deliberately destroyed,” I said, “do you think the black torpedo returned and picked up the Director?” 
 “No, because other underwater sensor buoys kept watch around the ancient structure. No other vessel left or entered the place.” 
 “Then how did the Director get back to CAU Headquarters—given he went into the underwater Arctic structure.” 
 “He obviously transferred,” Rax said. 
 “What?” I asked. 
 “Consider the situation,” Rax said. “Kazz has proven to us he has transfer tech. Where could he have acquired the technology? Aboard the Polarion base seems like the most logical answer. How could the Director have left the underwater base without anyone noticing? Through the same application of ancient Polarion tech, through a transfer mechanism.” 
 “You think Kazz and the Director are working together?” I asked Rax. 
 “That does not hold,” Rax said. “Kazz is killing clones. By his own admission, the Neanderthal hates them. I think he and the Director are at loggerheads. It does seem that both have pilfered the Arctic Ocean structure for ancient Polarion tech, though.” 
 “And that’s what the Antares dominie wants?” I asked. “He wants Polarion tech?” 
 “That is my belief,” Rax said. “But that has yet to be established.” 
 “So what’s our next move?” I asked. 
 “We could go back to CAU Headquarters,” Rax said. 
 “Looking for what exactly?” I asked. 
 “The Chronowarp.” 
 “It’s not there,” Jenna said. 
 “Where is it?” I asked. 
 She shrugged, yawning. 
 That caused me to yawn as well. “You know,” I said. “I’m beat. You’re beat. It’s time to get some sleep.” 
 “Where?” she asked. “You left the truck in the shopping center parking lot.” 
 “We’ll head in the other direction,” I said. “There’s a hotel over there.” I pointed in the direction of the hotel. “We can get a new vehicle in the morning, one that isn’t hot.” 
 “Okay,” Jenna said, yawning again. 
 I stood, helped her up, gathered our empty plates and set them in the receptacle set out for them. Jenna leaned heavily against me and limped as we went outside. 
 The cooler night air felt good. Across the street was the hotel. We began crossing the parking lot to get to the street. 
 “Logan,” Rax said. “I detect aliens.” 
 “Where?” I asked. 
 Before Rax could answer, side doors on several parked vans rolled open, and 300-pound Tosks charged out. 
 I shoved Jenna behind me and put Rax in her hands. “Get out of here!” I shouted. 
 I drew my blaster and got off a shot, dropping one of the hairy Tosks as foul-smelling smoke billowed from his chest. A squad of them hit me then and bore me onto the blacktop, the back of my head hitting it as I went down. It made me groggy and slowed my reflexes. My blaster went rolling. Then, I was roaring with rage, flailing, biting, scratching, hitting— 
 A Tosk yelped with pain. I laughed. Maybe that made the others mad. 
 One of them put his hairy hands around my throat and began to choke me. I surged with my remaining strength, throwing a Tosk off my left arm. I began gasping and thrashing harder as I tried to breathe. More Tosks piled onto my limbs. My reactions slowed as I could no longer sip air. My eyesight dimmed, and that was the last thing I remembered… 
   



 

-17-

   
 I woke up feeling groggy. I lay on a cot in a place with a low gray ceiling. Sitting up disoriented me. I moved too fluidly, lightly, and everything felt wrong. 
 Swinging my feet over the edge of the cot, standing, I shot up toward the low ceiling, banging my head against it. 
 I cried out in pain, shoved off and hit the floor at velocity. 
 I couldn’t understand this. What had happened? Then I recalled Jenna, the Panera parking lot, the Tosks— 
 “The Tosks,” I said. “Hey! What’s going on here?” 
 No one answered. I pushed off the floor and glided toward the cot. I had a terrible feeling that I knew where I was and why there was so little gravity. The Tosks must have transferred me to the moon. 
 I sat on the cot and put my face in my hands. This was just great. This was just— 
 “Debby,” I said. Maybe I was in the same confinement area as my woman. 
 Something buzzed. The lock on my door? A werewolf-like Tosk, much heavier and taller than me, opened the cell door. He looked like the ones I’d seen in Friday’s Station. He wore a leather harness instead of clothes. With all that hair, fur, whatever, these guys hardly needed clothes. The Tosk jangled as he glided into the cell. 
 “What do you want?” I said. 
 He cocked his head and jabbered in his alien tongue, and I realized that I still understood their extraterrestrial language. 
 “Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” I said in the same tongue-twisting way. 
 He dug in a pouch attached to his harness and tossed me a plastic-wrapped sandwich and a water bottle. I grabbed the bottle and put it between my legs while I tore off the sandwich’s wrapping. 
 “Eat,” the Tosk said. He turned around and left as the cell door slid shut behind him. I heard the buzz again as it locked. 
 I ate. I was famished. That made me wonder how long I’d been out. I drank the water, careful to cap the bottle after each sip. I didn’t want any water floating around as I’d seen in the movies. 
 My throat was sore where a Tosk had strangled me. The muscles I’d twisted in the parking lot fight ached but worked well enough. Like I said earlier, gene therapy had given me a quicker-healing body. 
 Did the Tosks, or their master, know that? Maybe I needed to act more hurt. They would expect a regular human to be injured. I had to hide whatever aces I had. 
 Shortly, the cell door buzzed again and a Tosk in harness stood there. I couldn’t tell if it was the same Tosk. They all looked alike to me. 
 “Can you walk far?” the Tosk asked. 
 That confirmed that they didn’t know about my quick healing ability. 
 “I guess,” I said. 
 The Tosk cocked his wolfish head. “You are on the satellite.” 
 “What?” 
 “You call it the moon. You are on it. You will walk with lighter gravity than you are used to.” 
 “Oh,” I said. 
 The way the Tosk spoke made it seem that he’d memorized the little speech. 
 “Come,” he said. 
 I tried to make the glide walking or bouncing seem painful to me. I purposely lagged behind as we moved through a long curving corridor. Once, I floated past a window and saw the blackness of space and the stars out there. They glittered in amazing profusion. As I went up during the next stride, I could see the dark moonscape. I looked for the blue Earth but couldn’t find it. Did that mean I was on the dark side of the moon? 
 As I followed the Tosk, I felt a terrible sense of loneliness. I was on the moon, on an alien base. I didn’t know if I’d ever get back to the Earth. The only intelligent life was this furry Tosk. I wanted another human to talk to, I wanted— 
 I noticed the Tosk had halted before an open hatch. He pointed at it. The creature possessed a longer arm than a regular human. He was like a werewolf. Maybe one of his distant ancestors had come to Earth and begun the ancient legend. That wouldn’t surprise me at all. 
 I walk-glided into the room— 
 Two Tosks, one waiting on either side of the hatch, grabbed me as I moved in. I thought about fighting them. The bigger Tosk clicked a collar to my neck. They both shoved me toward a chair in the middle of the room. 
 I grunted as I folded against the chair. 
 “Sit,” the bigger one said. 
 I looked back at them. They looked exactly like the Tosk outside. The hatch had closed, so I could no longer see him. 
 “Sit,” the bigger one said again, motioning with his long-fingered hand. 
 I sat. 
 The hatch opened and they both departed. Before I could decide whether to charge after them or not, the hatch shut again. 
 A new one whirred open. I heard rather than saw it. I spun around— 
 Dominie Beran in his metallic suit float-walked into the chamber. He seemed the same as before with his long narrow head, hawkish nose, black pelt of hair. His dark eyes glittered with malice and with that furious intellectual energy. 
 He sat down on a chair, crossed his legs like a British lord and leaned back in his seat. 
 “Logan,” he said, fingering a flat device. “I have been looking forward to this for quite some time.” 
 He touched the middle of the device, and a shock jolted through the collar into me. 
 As I jerked involuntarily in my chair, I realized this was the beginning of an interrogation. 
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 “Kraaling Logan,” Lord Beran said in an easy manner, as he scratched his left cheek with the control device. 
 I didn’t know what Kraaling meant, a type of rank maybe, but I couldn’t be sure. I could feel my eyes tracking the device in his hand. It took an effort of will to tear my gaze from it and still greater effort to keep from fingering the damned collar. 
 Beran smirked. I felt he understood my distress, and I hated him for it. 
 “I have given you a slight discomfort,” Beran said. “I have done so in order to demonstrate how the proceedings can go. It is not my wish to travel down that avenue, however.” 
 At that point, I touched the collar. I did it as much to give myself a second to think as to see if I could wrench it off. I gave it a tug, to no positive effect. 
 Was Beran toying with me, or did he just mean to talk? What would I lose playing along with the charade? If he’d shocked me to show me how much I wanted to avoid more shocking, the Antares dominie had succeeded. It didn’t take a genius to devise such a plan. 
 I cleared my throat as I considered the right angle to play. I sat up, nodding as one gentleman to another, and said, “If you could remove this annoyance, sir, I would much appreciate it.” 
 “I’m sure that’s so, and such an occurrence may transpire in the near future. But…” 
 Beran set the control device on his lap before rubbing a long forefinger against his jaw. “There are a few matters we must discuss first.” 
 “Ah,” I said, nodding as if I knew what he was getting at. 
 “My first instinct was to treat you as a mere creature,” Beran said. “Yours is a lowly world, after all, with technologically and mentally retarded inhabitants. Your initial evasion of capture, however, impressed me. Yes, I was impressed, if dismayed, because I thought you’d committed suicide. I’d so wanted your…hmm, knowledge. Then, to discover that your leap had indeed been a masterful stroke to take you out of my jamming range—that was well done, Kraaling Logan.” 
 I shrugged. 
 “I see that you practice modesty, which the inhabitants of your backwater world take as a sign of good breeding. I do not hold to such a theory. I believe in strict honesty.” 
 “Oh,” I said. 
 Beran smiled indulgently. “I apprehend your quick wit. You do not rail at me. Rather, you are astonished that I treat you…hmm, not as an equal, but at least as a being that I can reason with. That removes you from mere creature status. Do you understand what I am saying?” 
 “I do,” I said. 
 He nodded, and seemed to hesitate, finally tilting his long head. “I have spoken with your…mate. Is that the correct word?” 
 “We’re not formally married,” I said. 
 Beran waved that aside. “I am uninterested in formalities. I deal in actualities. You hold her in sexual esteem, is that not so?” 
 “Yes,” I said. 
 “I note the drop in your tone of voice just now. You are showing displeasure at my words but in a measured manner. I applaud that, as it shows me that I am correct in assigning you intelligent status. I am still attempting to gauge the full range of your intellect. If it is high enough, it would be a crime against rationality and good breeding to apply the shock collar to you.” 
 “Quite,” I said. 
 “But I have not yet reached my final conclusion regarding you. I wonder if excessive training could…hmm, simulate intelligence.” 
 “I don’t follow you,” I said. 
 “I think you do, but we shall let that pass…for the moment.” 
 I nodded. 
 He chuckled. “You do try so hard, Kraaling. I suppose it is intimidating speaking to such a rarified intelligence as myself.” 
 I thought he was an arrogant prick, and said, “Not at all,” in order to piss him off. I was getting tired of his airy attitude. 
 My plan worked. His dark eyes glittered with malice, and he leaned minutely toward me. “The implication of your reaction, I suppose, is that you’ve spoken to rarified intelligences before.” 
 “That’s true,” I said. 
 Beran snapped his fingers and smiled, showing ultra-white teeth. “Yes, yes, we are approaching the heart of the matter. Tell me about these former intelligences.” 
 I realized I’d slipped up. This was about Polarions. Rax had believed that, and I was beginning to think the crystal was right. 
 “I am your guest,” I said. “It is only right that I treat my host with respect.” 
 “To be precise,” Beran said, “you are my prisoner. Still, your idea concerning respect is correct. Please, proceed.” 
 “There was a Starcore,” I said. “I’m uncertain if you know about it.” 
 “Explain,” he said. 
 I told him about the Rax Prime construct, fashioned long ago by a Polarion scientist. I noted how his eyes radiated greater intensity when I mentioned Polarions. Without a doubt, he was keenly interested in them. 
 “What happened to this artificial intelligence?” he asked. 
 “I destroyed it.” 
 Beran froze. “You?” he said in a choked voice. “You’d have me believe that this cosmic creation faced final extinction due to your charisma?” 
 “I’m unsure what you mean by charisma,” I said. “The Starcore perished due to my predatory skills. I am a warrior, a soldier in the cause of Earth.” 
 Beran shook his head as if trying to shake out a foolish idea. He raised the control device, letting a lean thumb hover over the button. He looked at me in a questioning manner. 
 “I can sniff out falsehoods,” he stated. 
 “Let me propose an alternative theory,” I said, getting into the swing of his weird way of talking. “You have fixed beliefs. When reality conforms to your beliefs, you think events move in their proper channel. When reality confounds you by being other than you believe, you lose your composure and lash out in rage. For instance, you are about to angrily shock me because I have turned out to be more creative than you can accept.” 
 “No,” he said in a brittle voice. “I am about to teach you the result of lies.” 
 “If you press the button,” I said, “you will act against good breeding.” 
 He showed his teeth in a feral grin and pressed the button. 
 I moaned in agony, as the pain continued for a span of time. At last, the pain stopped. 
 I found myself twisted on the floor, sweating profusely. 
 “We will talk again,” Beran said in a strained voice. “I must consult…bah! I will not explain to one of your devious nature. Clearly, the Polarions have trained you in civilized decorum and rhetoric. You seek—” 
 “It isn’t what I seek,” I said, swaying as I stood, having interrupted him. “It is what you seek.” 
 Beran froze again, but thawed out faster this time. “What do you think I seek?” he asked, leaning toward me. 
 “It’s clear.” 
 “Speak!” he said. “I order it.” 
 I wanted to tell him to go to Hell. I did not, because I didn’t want to get shocked again. I hated the training collar. 
 “You seek the Polarions,” I said. 
 He stared at me until finally a grim smile slid into place. 
 “Sit down,” he said. “I thought a bath in the sensitizer would aid in the interrogation. The bath would have made you ten times as sensitive to pain as now. It is a wonderful tool in the training of creatures. However, I may have actually erred. This reasoning on your part, it seems to indicate intelligence status. Maybe I should remove the collar.” 
 I said nothing. 
 “Oh, my,” he said. “Such restraint is most difficult to teach. If you are a creature, you must be at the top of the chart of animalism.” 
 Still, I said nothing. 
 “I seek more than the Polarions,” Beran told me. “You must think of them as deities. Am I right?” 
 “No,” I said. 
 Beran’s head swayed back. “Indeed. Is this another lie?” 
 “The Polarions are too arrogant to be gods.” 
 “Too arrogant…” Beran seemed to collapse against the chair. He bent his head in thought. Finally, he studied me. “What causes you to say they’re too arrogant?” 
 I couldn’t figure out why Beran was so astonished by my words. Something cautioned me to say as little as I could. The collar reminded me I might not have much choice. 
 “Come, come, Kraaling, quit stalling. It indicates subterfuge on your part.” 
 “Polarions act and speak arrogantly,” I said. “Thus, they are arrogant.” 
 Beran began blinking furiously. At last, he leaned back and roared with laughter. It was high-pitched and unpleasant. I had no idea what had him so delighted. 
 The dominie wiped tears of mirth from his cheeks. 
 “You are a marvel, Logan. Yes. You are intelligent. That is beyond doubt. That does not necessarily mean I will remove the collar. It does mean that shocking you is a criminal act. Sometimes, though, the ends justify the means. If I can—” 
 He shook his head, and then he became urgent. “Did the…chief Polarion tell you his name?” 
 I almost said no. At the last second, I said, “His name was Argon.” 
 Beran exhaled sharply, stood and clapped his hands. 
 The original cell door behind me opened. A Tosk peered in. 
 “Take him,” Beran said. “Ready him for transport to Earth.” 
 “Dominie,” I said. 
 Beran had already turned toward a different exit. He paused, looking back at me. 
 “Is Debby coming with us?” I asked. 
 He shook his head. “Your woman is at the…” He cocked his head. “She’s at the Saturn Station, as you would think of it. Perhaps you shall be reunited with her. First, though, you will show me where you met the Polarion Argon. Do you agree?” 
 “Why not?” I said. 
 “Good,” Beran said. “Excellent.” 
 With that, he turned and strode out of the room. 
 I followed the Tosk, and as we walked down the curving corridor, I finally realized what might have Beran so excited. He must have thought Polarions were long dead. I think most were. Then, to discover I’d spoken to a Polarion…it may have abruptly altered Beran’s plans. 
 That might give me the chance I needed to turn things around with us, and soon. 
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 On the dark side of the moon, after having fed me and allowing me to shower while someone cleaned up my clothes, a Tosk prodded me up a ramp into a floater, one of the semi-sized transport vehicles that I’d first seen at the CUA headquarters complex. 
 The Tosk joined others of his kind, about twenty of them. Each wore a harness and a helmet, and each carried a beam-carbine. I’d noticed there were two more floaters in the small hangar bay, both vehicles filling up with Tosks. 
 Each craft was narrow and long like a freeway semi, with a bubble turret at either end. A Tosk sat inside each turret and controlled a larger beam weapon. The turrets were much like those in WWII bombers with their fifty-caliber machine-guns sticking from the bubble turrets of those planes. 
 A Tosk stood at a forward control panel, watching a screen and manipulating various buttons and dials. 
 The floater began to hum and vibrate the slightest bit. There were no chairs. Everyone had to stand or sit on the metal floor. 
 The hatch opened, and Lord Beran entered. He wore a sidearm and a helmet and carried what looked like a baton in his right hand. The baton glowed at the tip and had several buttons along the side. It wasn’t wooden, but metal like polished steel. 
 Beran moved toward me and pointed the baton at a wall. The area of the bulkhead shimmered and acted like a screen, showing the moon surface and the sun in the black sky. 
 “That is our first destination,” he said, making eye contact with me. 
 I noted the moon was lit instead of dark. He must mean we were going to travel to the side facing Earth. 
 “We’re transferring there?” I asked. 
 Beran gave me a cool study before shaking his head. “Is this a deliberate act of ignorance or do you truly not understand transfer technology?” 
 “I fail to perceive the thrust of your question,” I said, as if annoyed with him. 
 “Do you think we can transfer through the endless mass of the interior moon?” 
 “I had presumed that an Antares dominie would possess superior technology.” 
 “Superior to the Galactic Guard?” he asked. 
 I shrugged, since I wasn’t sure how to answer. 
 “Does it surprise you that I know you think of yourself as a probationary member of the Guard?” 
 “I’m only surprised the Director broke so easily,” I said. 
 Beran smiled, pointing the baton at me and tapping it twice against my chest. 
 “You strain so hard to be devious,” he said. “It is amusing. The only negative is that it presupposes I am an idiot. That displeases me, Kraaling Logan.” 
 “You keep using that word. What does Kraaling mean?” 
 He raised his eyebrows. “It is an honorific of sorts. A Kraaling is above the animals, above the creatures, but a mere infant in understanding and knowledge.” 
 “Are the Tosks creatures?” 
 “Can you think otherwise?” Beran asked. 
 “I notice that one pilots the floater.” 
 “I control the floater, as you put it, as I control the Tosk. The creature does not choose our destination. Do you suppose a knife chooses where it shall cut a prime rib or do you cut the meat merely using the knife as a tool?” 
 “Point made,” I grumbled. 
 “At least you are teachable. I shall give you that. Too many intelligent beings refuse to learn. I am gratified to see that you are not one of those. Perhaps there was a reason why the Polarions chose your backwater planet.” 
 “I’m curious,” I said. 
 Beran nodded. 
 “If the Polarions chose Earth, doesn’t that imply humans are an intelligent race?” 
 “Are the Tosks intelligent?” Beran asked. 
 “You view them as creatures.” 
 “That is because I actually see reality for what it is. I suspect that you Terrans are sentimentalists and thus believe that an upright humanoid has to be intelligent. Certainly, the Tosks are more intelligent than chimpanzees, but not by much. Yet, to answer your questions, I at first believed the Polarions chose Earth because Terrans were a good servant race. I am beginning to wonder, however, if my studies have misled me.” 
 “Meaning you’re teachable?” I asked. 
 Beran stared at me with his burning gaze. The Tosks around us shifted uneasily, many of them backing away from him. 
 “Shall I strike you, Logan, or do you wish a shocking in front of the animals?” 
 “I prefer neither,” I said. 
 “That is not the choice I’m giving you.” 
 “I refuse to choose between two such base actions,” I replied. 
 Beran rubbed his jaw with the end of the baton. “Are you attempting to imitate me?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” I said in a clipped way. 
 “For that, I shall forgo abasing you before the animals. Instead, I will give you a warning. Attempt to insult me at your peril. I am a dominie of the Antares Institute. Among the stars, that is one of the highest ranks, as it means I am among the most intelligent beings in existence. Do you understand?” 
 “I do, Dominie.” 
 He rubbed his cheek again, and his dark eyes swirled with emotion. “Enough,” he said softly. 
 Around us, the Tosks began to relax from their agitated state. Like dogs, they seemed to sense Beran’s moods. 
 “You spoke to Argon,” Beran said. “Where on Earth did you do that?” 
 “In Greenland,” I said. 
 “Describe the region to me.” 
 “Do you have a globe?” 
 He pointed the baton at a bulkhead, and the Earth appeared on it. 
 “You are seeing the planet as it is,” Beran explained. “We have already traveled around the moon to a direct view of your world. We can transfer there at any time.” 
 I stepped closer to the image before glancing at him. “Can you enlarge the picture?” 
 He manipulated his baton. The Earth appeared to leap closer. 
 “Up here near the North Pole,” I said, “is Greenland.” 
 “A snowbound region,” Beran observed. “Why then is it called Greenland?” 
 “A dark age explorer gave it that name to entice colonists there.” 
 “More deceit,” Beran said, while shaking his head. “Show me now, where in Greenland did you speak to Argon?” 
 I pointed to the place where I’d found the Guard ship. It was an approximation, of course. 
 “Hmm,” Beran said, as he manipulated the baton. “It appears that there is harmful radiation in that location. Can you explain that?” 
 I told him about the space battle between the Greenland base that Argon had run and the space pirates trying to pilfer the Starcore for their own use. 
 “The place is destroyed, you say?” Beran asked. 
 I nodded. 
 “I see,” Beran said. Abruptly, he faced me. “We will go there. Perhaps something has been overlooked. This underground base might well possess deeper regions that escaped the space assault.” 
 “I doubt it,” I said. “I heard that the CAU scoured the site and found nothing.” 
 “Hmm, let us see if the Terran organization can match my expertise.” 
 With that, the wall screen and the view of Earth vanished, and we transferred to Greenland. 
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 I had to admit, however reluctantly, that Lord Beran surprised me, as he found something that everyone else had missed. We had only cruised a short time across the radiated snow and ice of Greenland before he made his discovery. 
 From within the floater, Beran and I watched a wall screen. I couldn’t remember any particular mountain or snow formation from when I’d been here last. I did recall the bleakness of interior Greenland. Fortunately, I hadn’t had to go outside yet and endure the intense cold. 
 “There,” Beran said. He pointed it out to me on the screen. 
 We saw a portion of the ancient space cannon that had fired on the pirates two years ago. According to the sensors, the place was highly radiated. 
 “Interesting,” Beran said shortly, as he finished scanning data that, to me, moved across the screen in a blur. If I were to guess, it appeared that he could read ten thousand words a minute. 
 He gave instructions to the piloting Tosk. The werewolf-like creature made adjustments, and we transferred once more. 
 My head swayed in surprise at what I saw. “We’re underground?” I asked. 
 “How perceptive of you,” Beran said dryly. “There are higher crushed levels above us. We won’t try to go there. This is the deepest level I could find. Let us see if there is anything of interest remaining down here.” 
 The semi-sized floater negotiated the deep tunnel at a crawling speed. Searchlights from the vehicle roved over rock, embedded metal and the occasional stalactite-like icicle. The passing vehicle broke off the longer icicles. The tunnel was huge and curved constantly. At last, we reached a gleaming metal garage-door-like hatch. 
 Beran rubbed his hands in obvious anticipation. He’d attached the baton to his belt as if one or the other was made of adhesive. 
 “What lies beyond the hatch?” he asked me. 
 “I have no idea,” I said. 
 “Do you notice that control panel to the side of the hatch?” 
 I had been noticing it, and now nodded. 
 “Can you activate it?” Beran asked. 
 “I doubt it,” I said. 
 “According to the sensors, the panel is old, thousands of years old. I cannot detect a power source that would cause the hatch to open for us. Fortunately—” 
 Beran barked an order at the piloting Tosk. 
 A moment later, the floater transferred to the other side of the hatch. We’d reappeared in a vast chamber. This one had walls made of rusted metal. I could not spy any icicles. Instead, there were banks of large stasis tubes. Like the ones I’d seen in the past, these were tubular and seemed to be constructed of clear glass or a glass-like substance. 
 My heart beat faster and my mouth became dry. 
 In the tubes were seemingly perfectly preserved ice age beasts: wooly mammoths, sabertooth cats, great sloths and dire wolves. There were no humanoids this time, unlike before. 
 “You peer at the creatures with marvel,” Beran observed. “What do they mean to you?” 
 “Great age,” I said, bemused. “All these animals are long extinct. They were supposed to have died out, I don’t know, ten thousand years ago.” 
 “Interesting,” Beran said. “Yes. We appear to be on the right trail. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 “I do,” I said, because there was nothing else to say and I knew he expected a response. 
 “I would like you to form a conjecture,” Beran said. “Why would Polarions put such beasts in stasis tubes down here?” 
 “I have no idea.” 
 “Have you seen such stasis tubes before?” 
 I sighed inwardly, wondering if he really could tell when I lied. I decided to tell the truth, as I couldn’t see how that would help Beran. Thus, I told him about previous stasis tubes holding Neanderthals and other hominids, and the tubes that had held Polarions. 
 “Ah…” Beran said, his eyes shining eerily. “No wonder the Galactic Guard keeps the rest of the universe from Earth. This is amazing. The Polarions are real. They are not a myth. Can you conceive of the knowledge they must possess?” 
 “Lord Beran,” I said. “I feel I should caution you.” 
 The tall Antaran gazed upon me as if in wonder. “Speak, speak. By all means, give me your precious warning.” 
 “I have learned something of the Polarions. I have spoken with one and seen the greatest handiwork of another. They…seemed to seek godhood, to climb above all other races.” 
 “Exactly,” Beran said. “You’re merely confirming my extensive research.” 
 “Seeking divinity wasn’t their great achievement but their greatest error,” I said. “They reached too high. They became powerful and deeply knowledgeable, but in the end, that destroyed them. They still maintained the normal greed, lust and envy that seems to be the lot of all intelligent beings.” 
 “Are you seeking to give me religious instruction?” Beran asked in amusement. 
 “Huh?” I asked. 
 “I have studied various religious texts of many different races. Almost to a one, they instruct a species to accept their lot. They warn against excessive pride. They warn against seeking godhood. In a word, they warn against the highest evolution that seeks to climb to the stars and beyond as a being becomes greater than his surroundings. The only religious texts that appealed to me were the ones that promised an eventual accession into godhood. Do you not understand, Kraaling Logan? For the rare individual with massive insight and training there is a future reward of expansion of being. I will ascend to the highest rank in existence. I will be greater than any other in the universe. By following the path of the Polarions, I will become supreme.” 
 “But they’re extinct,” I said. 
 “No,” he said, as his eyes burned with a fierce passion. “They have moved on to a better place. This I know from my studies. The Earth was the launch point. That is why this planet is off limits to Galactic Civilization. Long ago, the Polarions set up the Galactic Guard. The Guard allows you simpletons to play in the ruins of the launch point. What better disguise than others seeing you apish dolts destroying one another in your petty squabbles?” 
 Beran straightened. 
 “I am a dominie of the Antares Institute. I study a thing to its bitter end. I have learned ideas and concepts and prepared for this visit to the launch point—” 
 He abruptly took the baton and used the end to rub his cheek, regarding me closely. 
 “You hope to find Polarions?” I asked. 
 Beran did not answer me, as his eyes seemed to bore into my soul. 
 “If the Polarions still live,” I said, “they will destroy you for your presumptions.” 
 “I think not,” he said. 
 “If the Polarions are so great and powerful as you’ve described them, how can you think to thwart them?” 
 Beran smiled cryptically. “I have prepared. You have no idea of who or what you are dealing with in me. I am the greatest dominie of the Institute, and this will be my greatest achievement.” 
 “Because of this cavern?” I asked. 
 Beran ignored me as he spoke harshly to the Tosks. 
 The pilot grounded the floater. With another manipulation, the Tosk opened a hatch. Freezing air billowed into the floater. 
 I shivered, as I was only wearing my summer garments. 
 The Tosks didn’t seem to mind the cold, while a blue nimbus now surrounded Beran. 
 “Are you ready?” he asked me, and his voice sounded distant, as if he spoke across a chasm. That must have been a property of the protective nimbus. 
 I shrugged as I shivered anew. 
 Beran spoke. 
 A Tosk shoved a flashlight into my hands, while another bundled me into a heavy coat. Then, with me leading the way, Beran and his Tosks exited the floater and entered the deep Greenland cavern. 
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 I stayed with Beran for a time. The deep cavern was bigger than I expected and maybe bigger than Beran had imagined. 
 Slowly, I began to wander around, playing my flashlight here and there. There were more stasis tubes. Some of them were empty and might have once held man-sized beings. Some of them held alien things. Those were strange creatures with blob-like bodies the size of Labradors. Each possessed many rubbery-seeming tentacles. 
 “Do you recognize those?” Beran asked. 
 I shook my head. I’d never seen anything like them. Maybe the horror on my face convinced him I was telling the truth. 
 “What are they?” I asked. 
 “Workers of sorts,” Beran said. “The oldest records…” He fell silent, giving his head a shake. “I wonder why they’re in stasis tubes.” 
 “Are you going to thaw them?” 
 “No,” he said in a decisive voice. 
 It made me wonder if I should try to revive them. There weren’t many of the blob creatures, but I didn’t see a machine to wake them or any controls on the individual stasis tubes. 
 I shivered despite the heavy coat, and the frigid air made me cough. I wondered if any radiation had sunken down here. I couldn’t see how it hadn’t. The air was stale, the dark oppressiveness and the sense of antiquity weighing on my spirit. 
 Beran seemed insane. He certainly had outrageous ambition. His talk earlier reminded me of the Devil, aka Satan, who had made similar claims, according to the Bible, toward dethroning God. That hadn’t ended well for Satan, getting him kicked out of Heaven. It also hadn’t ended well for Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden when Satan had told them they could be like God. I doubted this was going to end well for Beran, either. I didn’t want to be around him when he met his end. Of course, before then, he could cause a lot of ruin. I didn’t want him messing around with humanity. 
 What were those blob creatures? Why had it surprised Beran to see them? He believed them very old, clearly. Only the oldest records appeared to speak or possibly hint about them. 
 More than anything, I wanted to rescue Debby. How was I supposed to get all the way to Saturn? And if I did get out there, how would I know where to find her? 
 As I wandered around the underground cavern, I thought about Jenna and Rax, about Kazz and the Director. I played my light on the floor, heard a strange sound, felt a moment of disorientation and stumbled forward, bringing up the light. 
 It played on a machine. I hadn’t seen that a moment ago. I turned around and moved my light back and forth. I didn’t see any Tosks, any of their lights or any sign of Beran. I listened, but couldn’t hear them, either. 
 Where had everyone gone? What had the momentary disorientation meant? 
 I approached the machine. It was rectangular, the height of a science table in a high school laboratory, and about twenty feet long. There were dials and buttons on it. Everything looked powerless, though. 
 I touched the machine, or was the entire thing a control panel? Experimentally, I pressed a button and twisted a dial. Absolutely nothing happened that I could see. 
 I listened. I didn’t hear anything different. Finally, I saw flashlight beams in the distance. I’d traveled much farther than I’d realized. How had I gotten so far? It didn’t make sense. Now that I thought about it, I was surprised Beran hadn’t given me a few Tosk bodyguards. 
 I touched the shock collar. I bet it had a homing device. I bet Beran knew exactly where I’d gone. He may even have left me alone, thinking I knew what this place was and would try for something…to free myself. That something would likely be interesting to him. 
 I examined the long panel more closely. 
 Beran believed that some Polarions still existed. He claimed they had gone to a better place, that Earth had been the launch point. That could mean a number of things. 
 A little over a year ago, I’d used a rip in the Bermuda Triangle to move into a strange realm that had taken me to some sort of pocket world. There had been a great body of water, islands and a portal to a hellish place filled with parasitical Eshom. 
 A year before that, I’d reached Far Butte, Nevada, where the Starcore had ruled, where Debby had lived for many years since the 50s. 
 Could there be more side pockets, one of them the place where the Polarions had gone? 
 I rubbed a dial as I thought about that. My idea seemed as good a bet as any. Why was the Earth a focus for these side pockets, as it were? Was reality weaker here? I mean, was Earth the Bermuda Triangle of the Milky Way Galaxy? 
 That was an interesting thought. Maybe that’s what had drawn the Polarions here in the first place. 
 At that point, in the distance, I saw harsh green beams crisscrossing the darkness. It seemed the Tosks were firing their carbines. I heard faint shouts, possible roars and then witnessed a great flash of intensely bright light. 
 The light expanded like a plasma discharge. I thought I could see tiny Tosks caught in the light burning at a furious rate. Then, to my astonishment, I saw hovering blob-things firing red rays. The expanding light incinerated more than a few of the blob-things. The alien creatures blasted apart like jelly, goo from them flying everywhere. 
 What in the world was going on over there? Was I going crazy? 
 I shook my head. I didn’t believe I was mad. 
 My collar tingled. It was an unpleasant and constant sensation. It made me think that Beran was trying to fry me, but that for some reason, not enough energy reached the collar for it to do its normal trick. 
 I studied the black panel. Maybe I’d accidently unfrozen the blob-creatures. 
 As the collar continued to tingle against my neck, I kept turning dials and pressing buttons. The board never lit up. I did not hear motors rev or anything else to indicate that I was doing anything more than acting like a kid playing in a farmyard on a tractor sitting there with the ignition off. 
 I heard a distant whine, and there was a flash like a wink. 
 The collar immediately stopped tingling against my neck. 
 I was filled with a grim certainty that Beran had piled his remaining Tosks into the floater and transferred out of here. That would have taken the machine wirelessly powering my collar to a point far enough away that the collar no longer energized. 
 I put both sets of fingers under the collar and strained with everything I had. I wrenched the collar, twisted, heaved and began to pant from the exertion. I wanted this thing off my neck. 
 Finally, exhaustion forced me to stop. 
 I was at my wit’s end as to what to do next. In the end, I started back for the stasis tubes with the blob-creatures. I wanted to know the worst. I wanted— 
 What the heck? 
 I shined the light on the floor and noticed a silvery disc. Why hadn’t I seen these before? 
 I stepped on it, heard a weird sound and became momentarily disoriented like before. Then, I found myself on another disc just like it. A terrible stench filled the air here. 
 I moved the light around and saw burnt Tosks and the jelly of exploded blob-things on the floor. I was certain then that the disc had acted like a mini-teleporting pad. It had instantly moved me from one place to the other. 
 Why would there be something like these silvery discs down here? 
 I shrugged. I had no idea. 
 I couldn’t find any sign of Beran or the remaining Tosks. Had I walked onto one of these silver discs earlier and not even noticed that I’d been transferred farther afield? 
 Could there be more of these discs or pads? 
 I stepped off my silver pad, and had another idea. I’d teleported in a straight line in the direction I’d walked onto the disc. What if I walked onto a disc from a different direction? Would that take me to a different disc down here? 
 I felt a cold sweat on the back of my neck. This was all well and good, but I was still stuck down here in Greenland, deeper than I’d ever gone before. I didn’t know if Beran would come back. I didn’t know if living blob-things were here and might attack me. 
 “What have you got to lose, Logan?” I asked myself in a whisper. 
 I nerved myself up, circled the small silver disc, and came at it from the left this time, what had been my left. 
 As I stepped on it, I felt the disorientation, and I must have transferred— 
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 Suddenly, light snapped on all around me. I looked around wildly. I was in a small chamber that was completely different from where I’d been. 
 This place seemed sterile, and I could feel heat beginning to blow from a vent in the metal-lined wall. It was as though my presence had activated the lights and the air system. I walked to the vent and put my hands in front of it, warming them. Wow did it feel great. 
 I kept staring around. There was just the one silver disc in the middle of the room. The light came from embedded ceiling plates. There wasn’t any dust in here; although the air was stale, it had started getting better right away. Screens began to come on and lights flashed from a panel that took up one of the walls. 
 The room wasn’t square or rectangular-shaped, it was instead an octagonal-shaped chamber. For some reason, it had the feeling of a being part of a hive. The ceiling had the same octagonal shape as the floor and it had eight surrounding walls. I’d say the place was forty by forty feet in diameter. 
 What had I stumbled onto? 
 I went to the panel and studied the controls. I couldn’t make hide nor hair of it. I went to a bank of screens. Some showed darkness. I presumed that was underground territory without light. I saw what I took to be Greenland because it had ice, snow and peaks of solid rock jutting out here and there. 
 I kept studying the various screens until finding one that was different. It was dark, with only starlight illuminating things. The place was also composed of ice and snow. I didn’t see any mountain peaks poking up. Why was this place dark while Greenland was light? 
 I rubbed my jaw. Of course. Nighttime. It was dark because this was somewhere else on Earth where the sun wasn’t presently shining. 
 A feeling of awe swept through me then. The chamber was ancient, and yet it was operating, at least in a fashion. How old was this room? Were the sabertooths and mammoths upstairs an indication of the chamber’s age? 
 I unzipped my jacket because it was getting warm in here. If I wanted to leave, I could step on the silver disc— 
 I frowned. That was a presumption. A potentially dangerous presumption. I’d have to step on the disc and see if I could leave. But what if I couldn’t get back here? 
 I didn’t feel like going back into the cold underground cavern. I clicked off my flashlight and set it on the long panel. 
 If only I had Rax. He might have been able to tell me what to do. In the Panera parking lot, Jenna must have fled with Rax. I hoped she was okay. I hoped Debby was hanging in there. 
 I began to pace in front of the long panel. I put my hands behind my back. I needed to do something. I couldn’t just wait here. I had to make something happen. I had to risk testing the panel. 
 In fact, I had to— 
 A soft sound caused me to whirl around. 
 Lord Beran stepped off the silver disc. He appeared surprised, looked around and spotted me. 
 I was so surprised to see him that for a moment I stood frozen. By the time I started for him, he had raised his baton and aimed the glowing part at me. 
 That seemed like a hostile action. Thus, I changed my plan in midstride, lifting my right hand in greeting and grinning like an idiot. 
 “Am I glad to see you,” I said. 
 “Halt,” Beran ordered. 
 I stopped, letting my hand swing down to my side. I frowned as if perplexed by his action. 
 While keeping the glowing part of the baton aimed at my chest, the Antaran studied the chamber. 
 “Interesting,” he said. 
 “That’s what I’ve been thinking.” 
 He focused on me, and the fingers gripping the baton tightened upon it. 
 “Am I to understand that you did not deliberately set up the ambush upon me and my creatures earlier?” 
 “Ambush? What are you talking about? I found myself far from you guys, found this panel—not this one, a different one. I pressed a few switches and nothing happened.” 
 Beran eyed me. “Something did happen. You awakened the Grithies, and they set upon us.” 
 “What are Grithies?” 
 “The blob-like creatures we saw earlier in the stasis tubes.” 
 “They woke up?” I asked, probably laying it on too thickly. 
 “You know they did. I can tell by the change of inflection in your voice. I am coming to understand you, Kraaling.” 
 “You think I know how all this works?” I asked. 
 “No…” Beran said. “I suppose you do not. I do not believe you have the intellect. You would have done something more interesting if you possessed such wisdom.” 
 I almost said, “There you have it.” But that would have come off as too breezy. He was insulting me again. Yes. That was the way to convince him. 
 “You know, Beran, I don’t care for your insults.” 
 He raised the baton. “Cease your prattle. I weary of it. You are a devious…I won’t say creature. You are a devious individual. Yes. I have begun to take your measure. You must have accidently unleashed the Grithies. Once you realized that I had departed, you decided to make your move. I thought you would. That was why I monitored your progress.” 
 That verified my thoughts on the collar. 
 We stared at each other. I had the feeling he wasn’t telling the whole truth. He was hiding something. I didn’t know what, but I could tell he was fabricating part of his story. 
 “Care to explain about these Grithies and how you know about them?” I asked. 
 He seemed to measure me with his gaze. Finally, he grinned. “Yes, I believe I shall.” 
 He cleared his throat, swung the baton behind his back and took up a lecturer’s stance. “You could liken the Grithies to your legendary elves.” 
 “Elves aren’t real,” I said. 
 “I did not say they were.” 
 “You called them a legend.” 
 “A myth, then, if you prefer. Elves were capricious but also inventive in your Earth myths. One class of elf, the dwarves, even made items for the gods. Thor’s hammer was among the most famous.” 
 “How do you know about all that?” I asked. 
 “I am a dominie of the Institute.” As if that explained everything. 
 “Okay…” I muttered. 
 “Most who study Galactic lore do not believe that the Grithies were real,” Beran said. “Most scholars put the Grithies in the same mythical category as the Polarions. In any case, in the legends, the Polarions used the Grithies as artificers.” 
 “Meaning what?” 
 “Again, in legend, the Grithies were able to construct or manufacture complex pieces of technology. I suspect the Polarion who built the Starcore used Grithies as his hands, as it were. The Polarion would not have wielded the tools that built the Starcore himself, he would have given his instructions to the Grithies and overseen them as they built the crystal entity.” 
 I was beginning to see what Beran meant. 
 “So…what does it mean that these Grithies were in the stasis tubes?” 
 “I give it two possible meanings,” Beran said. “One, like your ancient Egyptians did with servants and various burial items, the Grithies in the tubes were supposed to aid the Polarions in the new world, in the afterlife, as you might think of it.” 
 “And two?” I asked. 
 “The Polarions wanted to keep Grithies on tap for whenever they needed them again.” 
 “Do you know—?” 
 “Enough,” Beran said. “You are not the interrogator, I am. Given your questions and obvious ignorance, I am beginning to wonder about you. You seem to be in the right place at the right time or in the wrong place at the wrong time. It would depend on one’s perception. In any case, in ways I cannot yet fathom, you are bound up with these Polarions. You almost seem drawn to them…” 
 I cocked my head, curious where his thoughts were headed. 
 Beran’s eyes glittered. “Step aside,” he ordered. 
 I did. 
 Beran swept past me and began to study the panel I hadn’t dared touch. He looked up from time to time at the screens. He kept focusing on the one with the dark Arctic landscape. The place seemed to fascinate him. 
 “I believe I have found the trail,” he whispered fervently. 
 I almost launched myself at him. The Antaran had his back to me. If I could get a running start and club him hard enough, he should go down even harder. 
 I was gathering myself, when he turned toward me. 
 I smacked my hands together as if I was agitated. He would obviously have seen I was tense. I had to divert him from the right conclusion. 
 “What is it now?” Beran asked testily. 
 “This place is starting to get to me. I feel it closing in, almost shrinking as if to trap us.” 
 “Indeed?” he said, glancing around. “I had not felt that. But I think you may be right.” He sniffed experimentally, and he exhaled explosively. 
 “Run!” he cried. 
 “What?” 
 Beran charged me, shoving me toward the silver disc. 
 “What’s happening?” I said, stumbling. 
 “Sleep gas,” he said. “Oh, the clever devils, they’re trying to trap me.” 
 I staggered onto the silver disc. It teleported me from the chamber back to the cold underground cavern. The momentum of the original push kept me stumbling so I was off the pad when Beran appeared. That might have saved my life. If he’d appeared while I was on the teleport disc… 
 “Run!” Beran shouted. 
 I heard the worry in his voice. Instinctively, I started running for the floater with its ramp down. At that point, Beran whizzed past me, his feet no longer touching the ground. 
 I glanced back, and I saw the Grithies appearing on the silver disc. They had glowing sticks in their tentacles, and they aimed those at us. 
 “Fire!” Beran shouted. 
 Tosks who had been milling around the floater raised their carbines and drilled green beams at the Grithies. The blob creatures exploded, spewing their jelly substance everywhere. 
 “Hurry,” Beran called from the ramp. 
 I ran as hard as I could. The Tosks began to drop their carbines in order to fight and claw their way up the ramp. They must have sensed before I did that the entire cavern was shaking as if the mother of all earthquakes had been unleashed upon us. 
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 The Tosks clawing to enter the floater suddenly shrieked, falling back as they clapped their furry hands over their ears. They fell back, some falling off the ramp to thud upon the shaking cavern floor. 
 Rocks had begun to rain down from the ceiling. 
 I heard a sonic blast. It made my teeth ache, and I found it difficult to see through my watering eyes. However, the sound did not affect me to the same degree as it obviously did the Tosks. 
 Staggering, crying out as a stone struck the back of my neck, I lurched up the ramp to supposed safety. 
 Beran was at the entrance. He aimed the palms of his hands, directing them almost as if he— 
 The sonic blast heighted to an ear-aching pitch as his palms swept into position aimed at me. I dropped onto the ramp, stunned and shaken. Fortunately, his palms kept moving, and the ache from the sonic blast lessened. 
 Abruptly, he closed his fingers over his palms. The ache in my teeth instantly departed. My vision returned to normal. 
 Rocks and boulders were striking the floater. They made booming, clanging noises. Another stone struck me, along with a shower of gravel in my hair. 
 “Hurry,” Beran said. “Get inside. 
 I forced my limbs to move, struggling to reach him as I panted in desperation. 
 Around and below me, the Tosks that had fallen began to stir. A few bled from the ears. One howled. A boulder had crushed his legs. As one, the Tosks looked up at the entrance as if it was their only salvation. Was that how the lost souls in the Antediluvian world had looked up at Noah’s Ark as the Flood began? 
 Beran moved aside as I entered, and the hatch slammed shut. 
 The Tosks outside the floater howled with despair. As I collapsed onto the floor, I heard some of the werewolf creatures beating on the closed hatch. 
 I looked up at Beran. He seemed unconcerned as he ordered one of the few Tosks inside the floater to take us where he wanted to go. 
 The creature only hesitated a moment before tapping the flight controls. 
 A huge boulder must have struck the floater. It clanged against us, shook us, and the floor vibrated under me. 
 A moment later, the Tosks hammering for admittance ceased, and the raining rocks ceased. 
 I looked up once more. Beran studied a bulkhead screen. According to it, we were back above ground, cruising over Greenland snow. 
 “What about the Tosks down there?” I shouted. “We have to get them.” 
 Beran gave me a cursory glance. He did not seem to think the statement deserved an answer. He spoke to the pilot as he resumed studying the screen. 
 I wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if the werewolf-creature hesitated. If Beran noticed, he didn’t say anything about it as he studied the screen intently, but I had begun to believe that Beran missed little to nothing around him. 
 I felt the shift of transfer. It seemed to last a little longer than ordinary. I glanced at the wall screen. We’d teleported back onto the Earth-side of the moon. 
 I slid myself across the floor until I reached a bulkhead, leaning against it. My neck hurt where the falling rock had struck it. Even though I was exhausted, I brushed grit off my head. I tried to understand why Beran had forced his Tosks from the entrance. The only conclusion was that he’d wanted to save me. The Tosks clawing for admittance had blocked my way. I knew Beran had little regard for me. He must believe I still knew things he didn’t but wanted to. 
 I studied him. Did he think the surviving Tosks would forget such callousness? Wouldn’t they rise up some day and try to destroy such a tyrant? 
 I had no idea. I wasn’t sure why we’d come back to the moon. And I didn’t feel like talking to him just yet to find out. He’d saved my life, I acknowledged. But the callous way he’d murdered his servants—it was a wakeup call, if I’d needed it, that Lord Beran was utterly ruthless. 

***

 Soon enough, we arrived inside a small hangar bay at the base on the dark side of the moon. All three floaters were back. 
 I exited with Beran. Our floater looked like it had been in a demolition derby. Frankly, I was surprised we’d made it out of underground Greenland and I was surprised the teleporting vehicle had had enough integrity left to hold an atmosphere in a vacuum. 
 Soon enough, I found myself in a cell, this one bigger than before and with more amenities. I ate, showered and slept the sleep of exhaustion. I might have dreamed. I couldn’t remember any dreams when I woke up, but I knew I was glad to be awake. 
 I puttered around for an hour, maybe two. A Tosk finally showed up, taking me down the curving corridor. I felt an intense sense of déjà vu. Had I even gone on the Greenland adventure? Or was it one of my many dreams? 
 I touched my neck. It wasn’t as sore as before. The muscle had almost healed from the rock blow. I had been deep in Greenland. Yes, I had seen Grithies and been hit by a sonic blast coming out of Beran’s palms. 
 Was he a mutant? Did he possess…I don’t know, psionic powers? Or was he a superhero like in the comics I’d read as a kid? 
 The Tosk indicated an open hatch. 
 I peered in, seeing Beran standing before several tables covered with what looked like charts. 
 The Antaran looked up. “Ah, Logan,” he said, as if we were pals. “Do come in. I have something to show you.” 
 I entered, taking a quick look around to see if any hidden Tosks waited to add more shock collars to my neck. 
 The hatch slid shut behind me. No Tosks appeared. I decided to approach the tables, studying what looked like blueprints on them of…I don’t know, underground cities, a giant hover-car. I think I might have been too shell-shocked to comprehend what I saw. 
 “Do hurry, man,” Beran said. “This is fascinating.” 
 He stabbed a blueprint with an index finger. I had no idea what the symbols meant on the map. They might have been treasure sites on a D&D dungeon map for all I knew. The Grithies certainly seemed like technological ogres. 
 “I believe I’ve finally found it,” Beran declared. 
 I looked up at him. His face was shining with excitement. 
 “Found what?” I asked, surprised my voice was so hoarse. 
 “Why, the launch point portal of the Polarions,” he said. 
 “I don’t know what you mean by that.” 
 “No?” Beran asked. “Well, I think the Director does. Director, would you come in here, please?” 
 I heard the shuffle of feet and turned around. Walking through an opening side door was the Director of the CAU. Unfortunately, he was quite naked, wore a shock collar and had a considerable number of welts and burns crisscrossing his badly misused body. 
 His bloodshot eyes met mine, and he stopped abruptly. The Director tried to form words. He motioned that I should come closer. He also seemed quite mad. 
 “Watch yourself,” Beran warned, as if in high good humor. “The Director is a clever beast. He only means you harm, of that I can assure you.” 
 I’d taken my eyes off the Director to glance at Beran as he spoke. As I looked back, the Director sprang at me with his hands outstretched as if to claw my face. 
 “No!” Beran said in a steely voice. 
 I crouched, but hesitated to hit the Director. I’d killed his clone. I didn’t want to kill this clearly misused creature. 
 Before the Director reached me, he seemed to strike an invisible wall. He bounced back to crumple onto the floor where he made a mewling noise. 
 I glanced at Beran. The dominie lowered his arm. I had the distinct impression he’d forced the Director back with an invisible ray that had emanated from his palm. 
 “Go!” Beran said sternly. 
 The Director whimpered, glared at me one last time, then turned while remaining on his hands and knees and scuttled away for the side hatch that had admitted him. 
 I felt a greater sense of loathing for Beran than at any time previously. He had clearly tormented the Director to make the proud man act like that. 
 The side hatch slid shut. The Director was gone. 
 I turned to Beran, who watched me triumphantly. It was at that point I decided, whatever else happened, that I would kill the Antares dominie and end his brutality against all who fell into his arrogant power. 
   



 

-24-

   
 “Look at you,” Beran said. “You positively glow with resentment. Do you know why I summoned the Director?” 
 I held my tongue because I didn’t trust myself to speak. 
 “For three reasons,” Beran said. “One, you now understand what fate can befall you if you try to betray me. Two, you should realize how I know what I do concerning you and your past, as I have drained the Director of his knowledge. And three, he displeased me with his stubbornness. I have a firm rule, Logan. Whatever process or pain one makes me suffer, I ensure that he or she suffers double.” 
 I waited for him to quit gloating. 
 “Do you disapprove of my philosophy?” Beran asked. 
 “Does it matter what I think?” I managed to ask. 
 Beran frowned in annoyance, although he said, “Honestly, not in the slightest.” 
 “I take it you captured the Director before your assault at Harrah’s.” 
 “That is an elementary deduction. If you mean to prove your intellect by that—” 
 “You said you found it,” I said, interrupting his gloating. 
 “Logan…I urge you to have a care lest you anger me. You saw the Director. Do not make his fate yours.” 
 “I understand,” I said. 
 “Do you?” 
 “I am curious, if you’ll permit me a question.” 
 It took several seconds before Beran said, “Ask.” 
 “How do you personally emit sonic rays, create invisible barriers—and fly,” I added, remembering how he’d sailed past me to get back to the floater. 
 His eyes seemed to glitter with delight as a secret smile played upon his lips. “You noticed that,” he said. “It seemed, in the moment, as if you were petrified with terror.” 
 “Looks can be deceiving,” I muttered. 
 He rapped his knuckles against a table. “You asked before how I can dare to think to stand against the Polarions. Do you remember?” 
 I nodded. 
 “These Polarions—if the legends are accurate—were able to handle various forces through mental acuity. They had great personal magnetism as well. Each could bend reality to his or her will through a phenomenal process that began in childhood.” 
 I couldn’t recall Argon doing those things. I’d saved Argon from an operating table. We had run away together. At no time had he shown such powers. Still, at the end of our time together, he gave me a ring. I’d used the ring to overcome the Starcore. 
 “I do not yet possess the mental powers the Polarions did,” Beran said, “although I study and analyze the process. Know, however, that I am one of the most modified beings in existence.” 
 “Modified?” I asked. “You have bionic limbs?” 
 Beran frowned. “Nothing as crude as that. I do not mar my physical nature by lopping off my body parts. Such a creature becomes a cyborg. That has nothing to do with me.” 
 “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 “You witnessed my flight, yes?” 
 “Back in the cavern,” I said. 
 “Exactly,” Beran said. “I have anti-gravity mesh embedded in the soles of my feet.” 
 I raised my eyebrows. That was interesting. “How…how do you activate and power such a mesh?” I asked. 
 “Ah,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. “That is a mystery, is it not?” 
 “The sonic blasts…?” I asked. 
 “Logan, I am in an expansive mood, as you can no doubt sense. Perhaps that is why I showed you the Director. Perhaps that is why I tell you about my modifications. Know, and be amazed by the knowledge, that I have nine sensitivities, four energies, three projections, two nullifications and three lethal emanations, in addition to various abilities such as the full use of my brain, and an additional gland that prevents fatigue in the normal sense.” 
 “These…these modifications are inside you?” I asked. 
 “Precisely,” he said. “A dominie of the Antares Institute is never without his weapons and abilities. We are natural juggernauts in our own person. Perhaps now you can understand why I am higher in the plane of existence than a being such as yourself. I have modified my abilities, heightening them to an incredible degree. This expedition will be my crowning achievement. For you see, Logan, I have come to realize that only the Polarions were greater than I am. Thus, since I am the greatest being in the galaxy, I must pit myself against others even greater. By defeating them, and stealing their prizes and abilities, I will truly become the greatest being that ever lived.” 
 I rubbed my jaw. It appeared that the dominie had turned himself into a walking arsenal and super-genius along with gaining superman powers. If he no longer became tired and could use his mind to the fullest… 
 I began to perceive the difficulty in beating him. No wonder he knew when I was lying. He could probably see my heart rate change or how much I sweated. 
 “I’ve done everything you asked of me,” I said, letting a whine creep into my voice. 
 “Is this another attempt at subterfuge?” 
 “No,” I said. “I’m…I’m beginning to see how you’ve outsmarted me each time. I’ve been thinking how you…tamed the Director. I don’t want to become like him.” 
 Beran studied me, and a faint smirk lifted the corner of his mouth. “Look,” he said, pointing at a blueprint. “I believe I’ve found it.” 
 I focused on the chart. It was a blueprint with all kinds of alien symbols. While I was able to speak Beran’s language, it would seem I couldn’t read it—or read Polarion, if that’s what this was. 
 “Do you know what you’re looking at?” Beran asked. 
 “I don’t.” 
 “I believe it is the portal to their final destination,” he said. “Much as you traversed the space region linked to the Bermuda Triangle in order to reach the sandy beach with the portal to the Eshom world, this is the path that leads to the Polarion paradise.” 
 I looked up sharply. 
 “Yes,” Beran said. “By everything I’ve studied, by each fact I’ve pieced together, I have realized they created a perfect place for themselves. According to legend, the Polarions grew weary of the ignorant masses and the beastlike intelligences that aped civilized behavior. They built paradise, using the Earth as their launch point to reach it.” 
 “And you think there are living Polarions at this paradise?” I asked. 
 “Argon’s existence as much as proves it,” Beran said. 
 “But Argon was in a stasis tube in Greenland for thousands of years.” 
 “Yes, as a final guardian,” Beran said. “Look, don’t you understand that you didn’t speak to a full-fledged Polarion. Such a being would have blasted you. You spoke to the proto-Polarion who failed to make the cut.” 
 I scratched my head. “How do you know all that?” 
 Beran laughed. “I am the master scholar, the greatest ever thrown up by the Antares Institute. I have traveled thousands of light-years crisscrossing the galaxy, searching each clue, each hint left by the ancient Polarions and their scribes. I’ve compiled a book of wisdom concerning them. Of course, only I have read the book. I have read thousands of other volumes, listened to both sages and fools, regarding the Polarions. Whatever is known about them, I know. I tell you, Logan, that I am on the verge of completing the quest. I only need one more thing to achieve success.” 
 “What’s that?” I asked. 
 “The location of the chronowarp,” he said, studying me closely. 
 Now I knew why he’d sacrificed his Tosks to save me. He must think I was the ticket to that ancient piece of tech. 
 “Where is the chronowarp, Kraaling? You will tell me. If you don’t…well, the Director’s fate will be paradise compared to what will happen to you.” 
   



 

-25-

   
 I stood blinking with indecision. I did not know the location of the chronowarp. Would I give Beran the location if I did know? Maybe. Let the Polarions deal with this cruel scholar. Why should I get in the way? However, if I said I did not know, would Beran kill me out of hand, toss me aside as so much used garbage? He hadn’t hesitated to let his Tosks die. Why would he bother with a Terran like me? 
 “I’m waiting,” Beran said in a silky voice. 
 I spread my hands, smiling in my best used-car salesman’s manner. “Beran, Beran,” I said. “I propose a…swap.” 
 His eyes narrowed. 
 “I desire Debby,” I said. “Return her to me—” 
 “I do not make deals with low order creatures,” he said, interrupting. 
 “But I’m not a creature. You’ve said so yourself. Besides, you do make deals. Look at the Tosks.” 
 “They are my servants.” 
 “That’s right,” I said. “You clothe and feed them and in turn, they give you loyal service. That’s a deal.” 
 “You are a sophist.” 
 “I’m a realist. You desire the chronowarp. I want my woman. What could be easier than that we make a trade?” 
 “My putting you under the mind probe would be more efficient,” he said. 
 I shook my head. “Logically, that’s false. If scanning my mind—” 
 “Wrenching information from it,” he said. “The Director only spent a short time under the mind probe. He will never be the same for it.” 
 “Fine,” I said. “The probe doesn’t scan, it rips out.” 
 “Precisely.” 
 I smiled. “Lord Beran, if the mind probe was one hundred percent accurate, I would have already been under it. You would have ripped everything from my mind instead of going through this charade.” 
 He eyed me with what seemed a little more appreciation, but it could have been my imagination. 
 “The probe lacks delicacy,” he finally said. “It is possibly a tool of last resort. I will use it, though, if you are not forthcoming.” 
 “Why not make the trade? That is logical.” 
 “Logical, perhaps,” he said. “It is also demeaning that one like me should have to dicker with a lowlife like you.” 
 “You’re letting sentimentality get in the way of your greater good?” 
 “The universe is structured into strict hierarchies,” Beran said sternly. “There are higher order beings and lower order beings. It is not right—” 
 “I’ll have to stop you right there due to your imprecision of speech,” I said. “A lion is a higher order predator, while a Thompson’s gazelle is lower on the food chart, the lion’s prey. Yet, a lion cannot command the gazelle to give up its life. It must chase, catch and only then devour the gazelle. Yes, you are a higher-level being than me. But that does not mean you can simply wish events to occur. You must act, and act successfully, in order to achieve your goals. Why not then…” 
 I trailed off as Beran tore the baton from his side and aimed the glowing tip at me. 
 “I weary of your prattle,” Beran said. “Give me the chronowarp’s location, or I shall destroy you.” 
 We stared at each other until I admitted, “I don’t know the location.” 
 “You lie!” 
 “If you’re so brilliant, surely you realize I’m telling you the truth.” 
 Beran lowered the baton and cocked his head. “Where do you gain this bravado? You must realize that I can destroy you with pathetic ease. Yet, you dare to lecture me as if I were a first-year cadet. It is unseemly, and you will pay accordingly.” 
 He raised the baton, aiming it at me once more. 
 I shook my head. “You’re speaking as if you’ve already achieved godhood. To be precise, you’re acting in a delusional manner. That does not bode well for your eventual success. If you’re not careful, hubris will consume your ambitions.” 
 Beran blinked several times, perhaps with astonishment. Then his features hardened, and a ray emitted from the baton. 
 I dropped back in paralysis and struck the floor. I grunted, but that was the only sound I could make. 
 In a moment, I saw Beran loom over me. He looked down with contempt. 
 “So much for your sophistry, Kraaling. You have failed to persuade me. Instead, you have unleashed my anger. This will be the first step. You will accompany me as furniture. You will see, but you will not be able to act or speak. Perhaps you shall learn wisdom in the interim. I do not hold up high hope for that, but it will be a salutary time for you to contemplate your decision. If you continue to maintain silence or give your lies about the chronowarp, then we shall proceed to the mind probe.” 
 Beran gave me a sinister smile. 
 “Before I take the final step, I shall attempt another avenue. You may even act as bait. Yes. That will be the program.” 
 Beran’s narrow nostrils flared. Then, he straightened, opened a link and gave harsh-sounding orders. 
 As I lay paralyzed, barely able to breathe, I saw Tosks approach, set me on a stretcher and carry me along the corridors. I could only presume they were taking me to a floater. 
 As I lay on the stretcher, I attempted to twitch a finger or a toe. I had to break out of this paralysis, and I had to do it sooner rather than later. 
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 Time passed as I struggled to move. What had Beran done to me? I could only stare up at the corridor ceiling. I could hear Tosks milling nearby, but couldn’t turn my head to see them. 
 Why did Beran think I knew the whereabouts of the chronowarp? The CAU had confiscated the device after our return from the Bermuda Triangle a year ago. It would seem the Director hadn’t known where the chronowarp was. He would have told Beran if he’d known. Could the clone Director have known the location? Was that another reason the clone had wanted to transfer onto my Guard ship? 
 If the clone Director had known, he’d taken the secret with him to the grave. 
 If I was a betting man, and I wasn’t, I’d lay odds that either Jenna or more likely Kazz knew the chronowarp’s whereabouts. Ah! That’s what Beran must have meant about me being bait for a trap. Beran must be planning to capture one or both. That would necessitate a return to Earth. 
 In time, I heard clicking heels. It might have been Beran. Harsh orders went out. Tosks scurried. Two of them picked up my stretcher and bore me along the corridor. 
 We passed through a hatch and the new ceiling jumped upward. It was cooler in here. This must be the hangar bay. 
 Maybe a minute later, my two Tosks went up a ramp into a floater. They set me down and sat on either end of the stretcher. 
 I did what I now did best, nothing. I tried to force my fingers to twitch. I willed my toes— 
 I felt a big toe twitch. What could—? 
 A shadow loomed before me. Beran, as from a great height, stared down at me. 
 “Why are you sweating?” he asked. 
 I could not answer.  
 He crouched so his knees jutted out and prodded my side with his baton. I could feel the contact, but could do absolutely nothing about it. 
 “I asked you a question, Kraaling. Why are you sweating?” 
 He peered into my eyes. A moment later, a cruel smile twisted into place. He rose and turned to something else, taking him out of my field of vision. 
 I wanted to know what Beran was doing. I strove, and by the slowest small degrees, my head moved until I saw him studying a bulkhead screen. He began turning my way. 
 I realized if he saw me staring at him that he would know that the paralysis had begun to wear off. As fast as I could, which wasn't very, I turned my head back the way it had been. I stared straight up and waited to see if he’d noticed. 
 Apparently, he had not. 
 Time passed. I could feel the deck vibrate under me. That, I knew now, was one of the sensations of transfer. I presumed we were back on Earth. 
 At that point, it occurred to me that maybe the paralysis wasn’t wearing off so quickly, but that my quick-healing nature was kicking in. 
 Could one of his sensitivities, nullifications or projections sense the healing? It would seem not. Yet, he had noticed me sweating. Perhaps it would be best to wait for further testing on my part. I would only attempt to move once Beran was elsewhere. 
 Knowing I had the capacity to attempt to move made it more difficult to wait. While I’d been fully paralyzed, I’d had no choice in the matter. 
 I almost sighed, which would have indicated a greater use of my lungs. I strove to breathe shallowly and slowly. I practiced meditation. I had to deceive Beran. I might not get another opportunity to try. 
 The dominie chuckled evilly. He issued orders. The floater vibrated, and nothing happened afterward. 
 I struggled to keep from turning my head to see what Beran was doing now. I kept imagining myself turning my head and seeing him grinning at me. My time would come. I kept telling myself that. It would come. I needed to practice patience, probably the most difficult virtue for any Terran to develop and perfect. 
 “Yes,” Beran said. 
 It sounded as if his voice came from directly behind me. Perhaps with a lessening of the paralysis, my hearing had improved. 
 The Tosks on either end of the stretcher leapt up, grabbed the stretcher and lifted me. A hatch opened. The big werewolf creatures marched my stretcher and me down the ramp. 
 It was light here. I heard a car in the distance. I must be back on Earth. 
 Beran stepped before me. He gazed at me for several pregnant seconds. He turned to the Tosks and issued a command. 
 The two creatures easily lifted me off the stretcher and propped me against a tall boulder. I was stiff like a plank, and might have slid off, but they position me in a crook of stone. 
 From the upright position, I saw a lonely freeway stretch into the distance. It was in a desert, maybe in Nevada, but maybe in California or Utah. Several fluffy white clouds drifted across the blue sky. 
 Despite my condition, it felt wonderful to be on my planet again. 
 Once more, Beran stepped into view. “Kazz is coming. I’m not sure if Jenna is with him. They’ll stop once they see it’s you. Then…” 
 The dominie chuckled as he placed a small object behind my feet. He clicked something, and the object whirred into life. 
 “This is almost too easy,” he said, straightening. 
 Beran didn’t bother looking at me again. Instead, he strode away, perhaps to the floater. The Tosks followed him like obedient dogs. 
 I heard the floater move, most likely into a depression. I couldn’t see. I wouldn’t try to see until the right moment. I had no doubt Beran watched me on a screen in the floater. 
 What about the device behind my boots? If I were to guess, it would be something to render Rax inert. Of course, it might be something to keep Rax from transferring the others out of danger. 
 As I lay upright against the boulder, I moved my toes and wriggled my fingers. It was difficult. I was only beginning to thaw out. I moved my mouth and twisted my tongue. I had to get them limbered up, and thus moved them, despite the possibility that Beran would detect that. 
 A dark blue van sped along the lonely freeway. I couldn’t see the occupants yet. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Jenna and Kazz inside. 
 I moved my mouth, wriggled my toes and slowly made a fist with each hand. I had to break the paralysis enough to shut off the device behind my boots. I had to, or Beran would capture Jenna, Rax and possibly Kazz. 
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 The seconds ticked by far too quickly as I struggled. I thought about Debby alone in the Saturn Station. If I couldn’t free myself in time, she would remain a prisoner to this monster. 
 Yes, Beran was a monster on the order of Stalin, Mao or Hitler. All three were the worst sort of scum. It had always amazed me, though, that Communists weren’t equated as equally noxious and loathsome as Nazis. If one figured out the number of people harmed by the wretched dogmas, Communism was the worst scourge ever inflicted on mankind. 
 As I thought these dark thoughts, I struggled to make fists. Sweat pooled on my face and across my body, beginning to soak my garments. My heart began to hammer, and my breath turned ragged. 
 The van was closing in. I could see a wide-bodied individual behind the wheel. He had a wide head, dark hair—Kazz! I didn’t see any sign of Jenna. Was this just the Neanderthal then, out for a joyride? 
 I groaned in agony, as it seemed my heart was going to hammer its way out of my chest. My left leg twitched. Sweat stung my eyes— 
 At that point, the van’s tires screeched against the freeway. The unwieldy vehicle began to fishtail. Smoke billowed from the wheels as the screeching went on and on. 
 Finally, the van came to a stop. A door opened and Kazz raced across the front of the vehicle like a freight train. The Neanderthal could move when he wanted to, even though he had amazingly bowed legs. I could see the worry etched on his face. 
 I opened my mouth and tried to warn him. 
 I heard a whine, and the floater appeared beside Kazz’s van. 
 The Neanderthal whirled around in surprise but not in shock. He yanked the .357 from his shoulder holster, raised the gun, and must have thought better of firing at the armored floater. He turned around toward me and ran harder than ever. 
 I could see the floater’s ramp coming down. 
 At that point, the device at my feet began to make louder whirring noises. 
 “Logan!” Kazz shouted. 
 I groaned, twitched harder and toppled from the crook in the boulder. I tried to flail, to catch myself. Instead, I fell like an axed tree, hitting the gravelly ground with my face and nose. 
 A shot rang out. It was loud. Something crunched nearby. My face hurt. My nose throbbed— 
 Kazz slid to me, crouched by my body and turned me over. 
 “What’s going on?” he shouted. 
 I croaked a nonsense word. 
 “You’re stiff,” he said. 
 I tried with desperation and managed to whisper, “Trap.” 
 Kazz turned around toward the floater. He peered for three seconds maybe. He turned back to me, looked at something near my feet— 
 He reached inside his coat and made something click. In a second, we vanished, to reappear approximately five hundred yards—five football field lengths—on the other side of the floater. 
 “Kazz,” I whispered. “This is…a trap.” 
 “I got that,” he growled, lying down beside me. 
 The Neanderthal propped my head up so I could see the van and the floater. Tosks had descended from the ramp, and now Beran marched from the teleporting vehicle. The Antaran pointed at the boulder where I’d been stood upright. Tosks with beam carbines sprinted there. Beran slapped his baton against a palm as he watched their progress. 
 I slowly looked at Kazz. “What did…you do?” 
 “We made a transfer hop,” he said. “I have a device that can do that.” 
 “Hop?” I whispered. 
 “It’s not like Rax and the Guard ship,” he said. “But it’s useful for getting out of jams. What’s wrong with you?” 
 “I’m…paralyzed.” 
 “Oh, I think I see. There was a transfer nullifier at your feet. I shot it, broke it. I guess you’re bait.” 
 “Yes. Can you transfer again and get us out of here?” 
 “Not for a little while,” he said, while chewing on his lower lip. “My hopper has to build up power.” 
 “We have to hide.” 
 “What do you think we’re doing lying down?” he asked. “It’s the only cover out here.” 
 Kazz had a point, but it was clearly only a matter of time before Beran or one of his Tosks spotted us out. 
 “Logan,” Kazz said. “I have a confession to make.” 
 I turned to him. The Neanderthal was laid out on the sand like me, watching Beran and his boys. 
 “I’m waiting,” I said. 
 Kazz opened his mouth and something he saw made his teeth click together. He aimed the .357, fired a booming shot and scrambled to his feet. 
 “Sorry, Logan, I have to get out of here.” 
 “Kazz!” 
 As he turned to run, a heavy green beam speared through his left thigh. The beam burned through the muscle, making a wretched stink. 
 Kazz crumpled onto the sand beside me. He didn’t make a sound. I couldn’t believe it as the tough Neanderthal began crawling away. 
 I struggled to move, to do something. Slowly, I raised my head. 
 The beam had come from one of the bubble turrets in the floater. Kazz must have shot at Beran. The Antaran flew toward us. 
 I groaned and struggled but couldn’t get my limbs moving. I saw Kazz crawling away, leaving a smear of blood like a slug trail. Despite the thigh wound, he was making good progress. I was surprised anyone could crawl that fast. 
 Beran ignored me as he closed. He concentrated on Kazz as worry filled the dominie’s face. I think he feared that Kazz might die before he could interrogate him. 
 In seconds, Beran flew past me and landed on his feet near the crawling Neanderthal. 
 “Kazz,” I shouted. 
 The Neanderthal looked back with a sweaty, pain-drenched face, rolled onto his back, tried to raise the big gun and failed. 
 Beran crunched across the sand to him. “Well, well, well,” the dominie said. “At last we—” 
 Kazz blew up. I mean, he simply exploded in a white-hot blast. 
 I lay on the ground a little lower than where he’d been, so most of the blast blew over me. The percentage that did strike me rolled me over and over across the sand as it burned off my clothes and most of my hair and skin. 
 The agony was intolerable. I was amazed that I could still see, that the blast hadn’t burned out my eyes. I was certain it had burned off my eyebrows. 
 I struggled to look, wanting to see Beran lying on the sand, dying, before I also died. 
 Instead, I saw a blue nimbus surrounding the dominie as Beran climbed to his feet. The nimbus must have been his personal force field. Had it automatically snapped on at the last microsecond, or had he willed it on somehow? 
 I guess the how didn’t matter, just that Beran had survived the blast. 
 The dominie glanced at me and then at the spot where Kazz had ignited. The Antaran appeared perplexed more than anything else, going so far as to rub his electric blue-glowing chin. 
 “I wonder…” I heard him say. 
 Then, I passed out. 
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 I won’t recount the tedious details of the return trip, my time in solitude on the moon and the sense of despair that came over me. 
 Had Kazz been a clone? Had he carried a gut bomb? What had Rax called it before, a double helix cobalt bomb? How had I escaped the killing blast of the bomb? 
 Beran had cloaked me in a nimbus while on Earth and during the journey to the moon base. A cooling sensation had taken away the pain, and that must have woken me up. 
 Later, on the moon and after Beran removed the nimbus, I spent time in a strange swirling pool. That seemed to speed up the healing process. Even so, I spent many restless days sitting on a stool drinking endless glasses of a green solution my Tosk guards had left on the table. The solution left me groggy, but it allowed me to withstand the agony of my badly burned but healing skin. 
 I recovered faster than a regular human would. By the time I could lie in bed again—and slept eighteen hours straight—Beran must have discovered enough that he wanted to see me once more. 
 A Tosk guard led me from the cell to the meeting room. Beran was already there. Alone, he sat in a chair with his legs crossed in the British lord fashion, and he indicated another chair for me. 
 I sat down. I could finally wear clothes again. My old clothes had burned up in the flash, as I said. I wore a utilitarian one-piece like the old 70s sci-fi movies depicted people wearing in the future. 
 Beran studied me as he tapped a long forefinger on a knee. 
 I’d had time to think about things. I’d decided on a conciliatory approach. I was tired of being a prisoner, and I felt sick for Debby. 
 It was time to try a new game plan. 
 “Lord Beran,” I said, “while we have been at odds in the past, I wish to thank you for the treatment you’ve given me that has allowed me to heal so rapidly.” 
 He nodded as if in appreciation of my thanks. 
 “I would also like to tell you that I do not consider myself leagued against you in terms of your Polarion adventure.” 
 “Oh?” he said. 
 I shook my head. “My primary complaint is that you took my woman. Other than that, I do not object to your having access to the Paradise Portal.” 
 “What about the Neanderthal?” 
 “You did not kill him. He killed himself.” 
 “Do you know why?” 
 “I would think for two possible reasons,” I said. “One, in order to kill you. Two, to escape interrogation by you.” 
 “Logical,” Beran said. “And in my opinion, entirely correct. The question becomes, who sent him against me.” 
 “What?” I asked. I hadn’t thought of that. 
 “Consider the situation,” Beran said. 
 I shook my head. I didn’t grok him. 
 “Kazz deliberately set off the bomb. Yet, I do not think he undertook the mission with the intention to die.” 
 “I agree with that…” I said, puzzled. 
 “Firstly,” Beran said, “who put the bomb in his gut?” 
 I spread my hands outward. I had no idea. 
 “Secondly,” Beran said, “who put the control device in his brain?” 
 “What device?” I asked. 
 “I scoured the detonation area and found evidence of the double helix cobalt bomb, and pieces of the control device in Kazz’s brain.” 
 “But…” I said. 
 “Please, continue with your conjecture,” Beran said. 
 What was going on here? I frowned before regarding Beran again. 
 “I was led to believe that the Director created the clones.” I said. 
 “Who said anything about the Neanderthal being a clone?” 
 “Look, Lord Beran, Jenna Jones of the CAU informed me that the Director created clones after visiting the underwater…” 
 “Pray continue,” Beran said, softly. 
 I wasn’t sure that Beran knew about the ancient Polarion structure at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean. I didn’t want to let him know if he didn’t. I concluded in those few seconds that he had to know about it. He’d interrogated the Director. The man must have given that information away. 
 Thus, I told Beran about the black torpedo that had entered the Arctic Ocean structure. I told him that the Director had also visited it. 
 Beran shook his head. “The Director never visited the underwater site.” 
 “I don’t mean to dispute you, sir, but Jenna told me the Director did.” 
 “I realize that,” Beran said. “Hasn’t it occurred to you yet that Jenna was lying to you?” 
 I thought about that, soon shaking my head. “I don’t think that’s true.” 
 “I know. You don’t realize how deeply this goes. There is a hidden foe, Logan. I would have easily succeeded by now, but a keen mind opposes me, a mind of deep cunning and precision.” 
 “Jenna Jones?” I asked. 
 Beran snorted with derision, shaking his long head. 
 I leaned back in my chair, considering the implications. “Was the Kazz that blew up in the desert the same one that showed up at Friday’s Station?” 
 “I have no way of verifying that or not,” he said. 
 “Okay…” I said. “Who is this hidden person? Do you know?” 
 “I have my suspicions, but I won’t say just yet.” Beran crossed his legs in the other direction as he regarded me. “However, that is neither here nor there just now. I still want the chronowarp. Will you help me acquire it?” 
 “Would you be interested in making the swap I proposed?” I asked. 
 “I can see the possibility of it,” Beran said slowly. “Know, Logan, that a dominie of the Antares Institute never breaks his word. If you deliver the chronowarp to me, I will retrieve your woman from the Saturn Station and return her to you.” 
 “What happens after that?” I asked. 
 “I hook the chronowarp to the Antarctica Portal and enter the Polarion Paradise.” 
 “What about us?” 
 “Naturally, first I shall insist that you leave Antarctica.” 
 “That’s not what I meant, but that’s no problem. We’ll leave Antarctica. What about the Earth after you return from the paradise?” 
 “Once I have what I need, I will leave the Earth and humanity to its own devices.” 
 “That sounds reasonable enough,” I said. “Why couldn’t you have spelled it out like that in the first place?” 
 Beran’s eyes seemed to glow with fierce emotions. He clearly did not like the question, and that told me the answer. He must have come up against a dead end. Why, then, hadn’t he put me under the mind probe? I knew there had to be a good reason. 
 “If Jenna has the chronowarp,” he said, “where do you think she would hide it?” 
 I thought long and hard, and I had a suspicion. It seemed pretty obvious the longer I thought about it. 
 “You’re a man of your word?” I asked. 
 “No,” Beran said. “I am an Antaran dominie of my word. That is an infinitely greater thing.” 
 I nodded. “Okay, Lord Beran, I’m going to trust you. I think the chronowarp is somewhere in the Utah salt flats.” 
 Beran’s eyes gleamed with avarice. He jumped to his feet and started for a hatch. Then he paused, turning back to me. 
 “Hurry,” he said. “You’re coming with me.” 
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 It occurred to me as I boarded a floater in the hangar bay that I had become altogether too reasonable regarding Beran. I rubbed my forehead, thinking about that. 
 Why would a few days, maybe a week in solitary change my mind about Beran? Yes, I’d been badly burned. I’d seen Kazz die horribly, at his own hand. Well, if Beran was correct, at the hand or mind of another. 
 It would seem this other had used Kazz to attempt to kill Beran. That attempt had fizzled miserably. The protective nimbus—the great modifications—had saved the dominie’s life. 
 I stood near Beran as the floater left the hangar bay and crossed the dark moonscape. We had twenty or so Tosks along and the usual equipment. 
 I carefully analyzed my thoughts regarding these past days. When had I reached the conclusion to play ball with Beran? 
 I almost snapped my fingers. What had I been thinking? Beran had drugged me. Oh, I imagine the green drink had aided against infection and pain from the skin burns. But it must have also supplied my mind with a—I don’t know—a play-nice drug. 
 However, even knowing he’d drugged me didn’t change the idea of getting Debby back and laying low afterward. Yeah, I know, I was the Earth’s marshal. But what did it matter if Beran went to the Polarion Paradise? Surely, the ancient Polarions were all dead by now. Surely, they would have come back a time or two if they all lived in paradise. 
 None had ever returned. Thus, there must not be any Polarions in the paradise. Let’s even suppose that Beran found a few fancy trinkets out there. That wasn’t like aliens trying to mess with Earth, mess with people. It seemed to me that Lord Beran would at least go back to the Antares Institute to boast to all his friends what a great star he’d become. 
 The point was that Beran would leave Earth, and I’d have Debby back in one piece. 
 I glanced at the piloting Tosk. The werewolf-like creature totally focused on the piloting screen. I glanced at the Tosks waiting with their beam carbines. Beran had let other Tosks die on a whim. I needed to remember that. 
 Now I knew what my conscience was trying to remind me. What about the Director? What about the miserable way Beran had treated the man? I’d vowed to kill the dominie for that. Seeing the Director horribly misused had made me furious. Why wasn’t I furious anymore? 
 It could only be because the dominie had drugged me. He’d drugged me like teachers in grade schools drugged the boys because they acted too much like boys and the teachers wanted more girls. 
 I’d always hated this practice. America needed its boys to be boys so they would turn into men. 
 I cocked my head. Why did America need men? 
 This time, I snapped my fingers. Because, by and large, men protected society. It was their age-old duty, and modern social justice warrior ideals didn’t change that. If the men didn’t grow up to be good American men, they would be too weak to defend America from the world, from the bad guys out there. 
 I told myself that’s what had happened to me. I was becoming like a weak drugged-up drone. Drones didn’t protect their country from invasion. Drones just did what drones did best, lounge around and watch while Rome burned. 
 Well, baby, I wasn’t going to be a drone, a castrated weakling. 

You are one right now, I told myself. You’re helping Beran do whatever he wants to do on Earth because all you’re thinking about is Debby. Are you even thinking about Debby, or just thinking about getting your girl back so you can have fun with her?

 “Is something wrong?” Beran asked. 
 I shook my head. 
 “We are almost ready for transfer to Earth,” he said. 
 “Great.” 
 “Your voice inflection is different.” 
 “That’s nerves, I suppose.” 
 “Are you having second thoughts about this?” 
 “Nope,” I said. 
 “You will soon have Debby in your arms,” Beran told me. “You will soon be free of the collar. You can then do whatever you wish with your life.” 
 “Sounds good to me,” I said, lying through my teeth. I now knew without a doubt that the drug had robbed me of something essential. 
 I used to wonder about that, about what would happen if someone made me weak. I figured I would remember what I thought in my free days, and simply follow that through force of will. But now that I was here, the force of will was difficult to generate. I needed some of my old emotions to give me the energy to hate Beran. 
 Ah… Debby used to get on me for saying I hated something. She said that wasn’t nice and that it framed my mind the wrong way. 

I hate Beran, I hate Beran, I hate Beran, I chanted over and over in my mind. If Debby was right, I would soon start feeling the hate. I needed that hate about now. I needed a counteragent against the drugs I’d sipped like a fool this past week. 
 “We’re transferring,” Beran informed me. 
 The floater vibrated, and we appeared on the Utah salt flats at night. 
 I stood beside the dominie, silently chanting my hate litany, trying to drum up some genuine feelings. It wasn’t working yet. The moon’s rays cast the salt flats into a beautiful silvery paradise— 
 I shook my head as I growled low in my throat. 
 “That is unseemly behavior,” Beran said, turning to me. “You are acting agitated. That is unusual.” 
 “Why,” I snapped, “because you’ve drugged me?” 
 A silence fell between us. I closed my eyes. Why had I said that? Probably because I’d been chanting to myself too long that I hated Beran. 
 “You are having second thoughts,” he said. “That is a pity, as I was ready to give Debby back to you.” 
 “Look,” I said. “You have to promise me you won’t hurt any more Earthlings.” 
 “I must do this?” Beran asked lightly. 
 I almost tried to jump him. I remembered the blue nimbus in time. I had a feeling it would snap on if I actually landed a real hit. I had to keep cool. I had to remain free, if I could. I had to stop acting like an idiot and actually use my head. 
 Beran sighed. 
 “I’d hoped this would work, Logan. The truth is that the mind probe is a tedious affair. It has a forty percent chance of success. Oh, I’ll get information, but it might not be the correct information. The rest of your brain will be useless after a strong probing. Thus, it truly is a measure of last resort.” 
 “You drugged me,” I said. 
 He shrugged. 
 I clutched my head. It was overly dramatic, but I wanted my freedom. I’d become sick of Beran, sick of the moon base and sick of hanging around these werewolf-like creatures. Why couldn’t the Tosks rise up against Beran? What was wrong with them? 
 The floater grounded against salt. The hatch opened, and Beran moved toward the opening. He made several chopping gestures and guttural remarks. 
 Two big Tosks flanked me. Each werewolf-like creature grabbed an arm. Then, they forced me to follow the dominie out of the floater, down the ramp and toward the hole in the ground that used to be CAU Headquarters. 
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 Beran floated effortlessly through the open ruins, using his baton to shine a strong light at the innards. 
 The two Tosks and I took the torturous route, climbing down over twisted debris, wrecked furniture and dirt. Other Tosks followed, warily trying to watch everywhere at once in case someone attempted to ambush us. 
 Soon enough, Beran shouted orders from where he hovered. 
 Tosks jogged forward, shouldered their carbines and bent their shoulders against beams, heavy furniture and other blocking items. Metal groaned. Wood creaked, and things crashed as the Tosks hurled them aside. 
 Beran alighted onto the floor, shining his baton-light down various empty corridors. It took us a solid two hours of painstaking effort to reach what seemed to be the bottom of CAU. 
 Ten sweaty Tosks—they stank horribly—panted as they leaned against corridor walls. My two guardians still gripped my arms. Beran had moved ahead of us, shining his bright light on the floor. I didn't know what he was searching for, but there was clearly nothing else down here. 
 “It’s not my fault,” I called out. 
 Beran swung around, shined that light in my face and seemed to approach me. I squeezed my eyes shut against the bright light. 
 “What isn’t your fault?” the dominie demanded, finally diverting the light. 
 I opened my eyes. The air was stale down here, and the place seemed oppressive. Was that because we’d come down so far or was there another reason? 
 “We hit a dead end,” I said. “It was just a guess on my part about the chronowarp, you know? I don’t want you to take that out on Debby. I wasn’t trying to trick you. I really thought the chronowarp would be down here.” 
 Beran searched my face for several seconds. “Do you truly believe I am that dense?” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 Beran swung the baton-light about. “Can’t you sense it? My Tosks do. They’re frightened.” 
 “I don’t sense anything,” I said. 
 “Are you sure?” he asked. “Don’t you feel a…weight against your spirit?” 
 I must have shown my surprise, because I did feel something. I’d been feeling it, but just chalked it up to a case of the nerves after two hours of toil. 
 “I see you do sense it,” Beran said, as he nodded. “But it seems that your surprise is genuine. I find that interesting.” 
 “You know,” I said. “I’m tired. I’m sick of these Tosks holding my arms and I’m mad at myself for letting you drug me so easily.” 
 “That’s nonsense. You were in my custody for over a week. What would you have eaten if you’d avoided every food or drink in fear of what I’d put in it. Yes, I fed you drugs. You had no choice in that, so why berate yourself over it?” 
 “Habit,” I said after a moment’s thought. “But why…I don’t know. Why are you trying to cheer me up?” 
 Beran turned away and seemed to freeze. The Tosks straightened and glanced at each other as he became absolutely motionless. They brought up their beam carbines and seemed more wary than ever. 
 I tried to rip my arms out of my guard Tosks’ grip, but they were having none of that. One of them gave me a warning growl. The other painfully tightened his hold. 
 Abruptly, Beran inhaled deeply and opened his eyes. He turned to me, giving me his superior grin. 
 “Your trick failed,” he said. 
 “What trick? What are you talking about?” 
 Beran made a harsh noise. 
 My Tosks shoved me forward as they followed me. The others lined up, ready to march to who knew where. 
 Beran took several steps toward the last wall. He didn’t look at it, but swept his beam over the floor. He seemed to be searching for something. 
 Beran halted, with the beam centered on the ground. The Tosks slid past him, aiming their carbines at the spot on the floor. 
 The dominie made another of his harsh growls. My guardian Tosks released me. I massaged my biceps, giving each of my guards a dirty look. 
 “Logan, check the floor.” 
 I thought about telling him off, but shrugged instead. I stepped up to the baton-light and studied the floor there. 
 “No,” Beran said. “Get down on your hands and knees and feel around.” 
 I gave him a funny look. He seemed serious. With a second shrug, I did as he bid. To my astonishment, I soon felt—I moved my hands along what might have been an iron rod about an inch off the floor. I couldn’t see the rod, but I could sure feel it. 
 “What is this?” I asked. 
 “Precisely,” Beran said. “Explain what you’re touching.” 
 I did. 
 The blue nimbus snapped on around Beran. “Tug it,” he said, his voice sounding as if it came from far away. 
 I kept staring at him. He feared some sort of trap, a bomb, perhaps. That seemed reasonable after what Kazz had done. Thus, he’d set up his protective shield. But what about the rest of us down here? 
 “Tug it,” Beran repeated. “I think it will unseal a hatch.” 
 I laughed bitterly and almost told him, “You can come and tug it.” Then I thought, What the Hell? and pulled, but nothing happened. So I pushed. The rod moved smoothly, and I heard an ominous click. 
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 Here’s the one piece of anticlimax. No bomb detonated. We all survived the rod’s movement and the click. 
 I heaved a sigh of relief as sweat dripped from my forehead. I scrambled up afterward, as a visible hatch appeared like on a submarine. The hatch moved upward and stopped once it reached a ninety-degree position. 
 “What do you see?” Beran asked. 
 I peered at the hole in the floor, saw the beginning of a steel ladder, again, like that on a submarine. 
 “Not much,” I told him. 
 Beran made a harsh sound. A moment later, a Tosk handed me a flashlight. 
 I grumbled under my breath, clicked on the flashlight, stepped beside the hole and shined my light into it. As far as the light shined, I saw the ladder going straight down into what seemed like a long steel tube. 
 I explained all that to Beran, who stood waiting, still surrounded by his blue nimbus. 
 “What is your belief?” he finally asked me. 
 “Not much about this,” I said. “It’s a secret path to a hideaway. I guess the chronowarp is down there.” 
 “There is much to this place that you are not considering. For instance, it is summer now.” 
 “Yeah…” I said. “So what?” 
 “What do you suppose it is like here in winter?” 
 “Colder, I guess.” 
 “Yes, true,” Beran said. “It also rains outside. It rains heavily in the mountains.” 
 “Lots of rain,” I said. “Got it.” 
 “You still do not comprehend what I’m driving at. Let us try another tack. How do you suppose all the salt was deposited on the flats above?” 
 “Didn’t think much about it,” I admitted. 
 “Water flows to the lowest point. Water flows here during the winter rains but especially in early spring. After the water evaporates, the salt remains. That means that much of the salt flats are covered with a lake during spring. It is an extremely shallow lake, but a lake nonetheless.” 
 I frowned, shrugging, not seeing what he was getting at. 
 “I realize that CAU has advanced technology,” Beran said. “I do not believe, however, that the technology would easily allow them to build such an underground facility out here under a lake. Especially not a large and complex facility that has deep secret hiding locations even farther underground.” 
 “Are you saying CAU Headquarters should flood in winter and spring?” 
 “Most assuredly it should flood.” 
 “Okay, I’ll bite. What does it signify to you that this place is here?” 
 “I know exactly what it signifies. I’m astounded that you do not.” 
 “You’re the Antares dominie. I’m just a dumb jock human.” 
 “Think, Logan, truly think, and see if you can decipher the clues.” 
 Beran was getting on my nerves again. But there was something else, too. He wasn’t acting like the alien super-genius, but like an old man trying to get a younger one to start using his head. 
 At that point, it began to dawn on me. The Starcore had been in Far Butte, Nevada. Greenland had held ancient underground facilities, and there was a deep structure at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean. 
 “This has to do with your hidden foe,” I said. 
 Beran nodded encouragingly. 
 “Are you saying this is an ancient Polarion place?” I asked. 
 “I have begun to suspect so,” he said. 
 “Why did CAU blow it up, then?” 
 “Who said they did?” 
 “Your hidden foe again, he or she blew it up?” 
 “Logan, I am surprised at your stupidity. You are still failing to see the obvious. You believe your government put together the CAU. I now believe that is false. Although, it would not surprise me if the people in the know in your government believe they ordered the creation of the Counter Alien Unit.” 
 “Listen, I appreciate the lesson. I really do. But can’t you just get to the freaking point?” 
 “Don’t misinterpret my patience,” Beran warned. “There is a reason I am attempting to broaden your thinking. For one thing, it actually helps me think to verbalize these things. Someone has masterfully used the underwater Arctic Ocean base or the items found in it. Jenna gave you a story to indicate that the Director and Kazz did these things. No. I doubt humans were the ones who did so.” 
 “Polarions?” I asked, dubiously. 
 Beran smiled in a predatory way. “Polarions make the most sense. That would explain the clones, this underground base and the extraordinary—” 
 “Hey, wait a minute,” I said, interrupting. “You captured CAU people. I saw your Tosks herding them onto floaters. I don’t know why I forgot about the captives. What happened to them?” 
 Beran stared at me before saying, “They are at the Saturn Station under continuous interrogation and study.” 
 “By your Tosks?” I asked, outraged. 
 “Don’t be absurd. I have confederates of high ability and mental acuity. They have preferred to remain in the background at a Saturn moon.” 
 I shook my head at these revelations. Kazz had exploded. The clone Director had exploded. Whoever this “hidden foe” might be had a ruthless streak a mile long. I could see Argon sacrificing humans in whatever he thought might be for the greater good. Yet, what would Argon—or any Polarion, for that matter—believe was the greater good? 
 I’d seen the Director at the moon base. Beran had tormented and degraded the man. I couldn’t trust the Antaran, not after having witnessed that, and not seeing the way he’d sacrificed his Tosks at the drop of a hat. The dominie had a philosopher’s brutality to do anything in the furtherance of his pet theories. 
 I eyed the hole with the steel ladder and wondered about jumping in and seeing what would happen. I didn’t like the idea of splatting at the bottom. Why take such a crazy risk when there might be other avenues to try? 
 The new implications and possibilities continued to rattle in my mind. It all gave me a headache. 
 “I’m not an Antaran,” I told Beran. “I’m an old-style Terran, a throwback to how we used to be before the twenty-first century. For some reason, you’ve started treating me with kid gloves. Yeah… That happened after Kazz or his clone blew up. Did he almost kill you? Did the near-death experience give you a heart?” 
 Beran stared at me as if I were a caterpillar about to begin my metamorphosis. What was he thinking? What was his ultimate plan regarding me? 
 “Why have you begun treating me differently?” I asked. 
 “I doubt you’ll believe my answer,” he said. “It has to do with luck—yours, in this instance. You have far too much of it. You make uncanny guesses without enough information and have survived far too many critical dangers. The preposterousness of all that finally penetrated my intellect. Once I turned my reason upon the problem, several interesting solutions reared up.” 
 “Such as?” I asked. 
 “I have been pondering that for days, weighing one possibility with another. I know about your gene therapy. You heal faster than a normal human. You have interacted with the Starcore and a Polarion. You have gone to a different dimension and been influenced by a Polarion machine that gave you a vision and what else…?” 
 “What do you mean what else? That was it.” 
 “I don’t think so. I think the Polarions have altered you. I think the gene therapy began that. I have begun to suspect that Rax has played a deeper game than you realize. You are not like other humans. That is clear. What does that make you? I am uncertain regarding that as well.” 
 “None of that explains why you’re treating me differently.” 
 “Of course it does,” Beran said. “I have given you the explanation. I believe I would not have discovered the invisible rod to the hidden hatch unless you were along. In some manner that I cannot yet recognize, you have a greater propensity toward…promoting problem solving, shall we say. You seem to function as a catalyst.” 
 “That’s just gobbledygook,” I said. “It doesn’t mean anything concrete.” 
 “Oh, it most certainly does. It is the reason I am treating you like a fellow dominie instead of the dullard human that you pretend to be.” 
 “Yeah?” I said. “Then how about removing this collar? If I’m so special—” 
 Beran raised his baton and pressed a switch. 
 My collar clicked. Surprised, I reached up and removed it from my throat. With a sudden lurch, I hurled the metal from me so it clattered along the floor. 
 “Emotional,” Beran observed. 
 “I’m not a slave or a dog,” I snarled. 
 “Quite true,” Beran said, checking his wrist. It held what looked like a wristwatch. “I believe that is long enough.” He turned to the Tosks and gave harsh commands. 
 They peered at the hole in the floor deep under the earth. The first one headed to it, slid his feet in and began to climb down. The others followed until it was just me, Beran and my two former guardians. 
 “After you,” Beran said. 
 “What’s down there?” I asked. 
 “That’s what we’re about to find out.” 
 “Why did we wait before we descended?” 
 “A case of caution,” he said. 
 “I know that,” I said. “I want to know why.” 
 “Prudence. More, at this point, I will not say. Are you ready?” 
 I looked at the hole, at Beran, the two Tosks and threw my hands into the air. 
 “Sure, why not?” I said. 
 I crouched, put my feet in, turned around and began to climb down the steel ladder. 
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 I’d never been on a ladder for so long. This one went on and on for what seemed like forever. And then it went farther. 
 The Tosks all wore hardhats, and soon after we began to descend, their helmet lamps snapped on. Before this, only half the Tosks had been using the lamps in their helmets. The greater illumination gave a needed boost to my morale, at least. 
 The process seemed endless: one step down until the ball of the foot was solidly upon the next lower rung, then one hand down to a secure grip, another foot down and then another hand, only to start all over again. 
 My feet began to ache from the repeated pressure-point contact on the metal rungs. Ten minutes later, my hands started to throb. I don’t know why I hadn’t looked up yet, but I finally did, wanting to see how Beran was doing. 
 He wasn’t holding onto the ladder, of course. I should have remembered. He floated above me, using the gravity mesh in the soles of his feet to simply drift at the same speed we descended. 
 I felt an intense sense of injustice. If we hurt, he should hurt. I suppose that was juvenile thinking, but it’s what I felt nonetheless. 
 The monotony of the climb had dulled my thinking. Seeing Beran doing it the easy way cleared my thoughts. How were we going to get back up? I know. We would climb up. But it’s one thing going down as compared to climbing all that way back up. 
 “I need a break,” I said. 
 Beran gave an order. The Tosk below me on the ladder stopped. I’m supposing the others did as well. 
 I weaved my arms over a rung, clutched my wrists and almost slumped in exhaustion. The Tosk below me peered up, no doubt checking on Beran. The werewolf-like creature did not seem to be the least bit tired. 
 After a few minutes, the rung began to dig into my arms. I straightened. 
 “Are you rested?” Beran asked. 
 “I have an observation to make,” I told him. “We’re never going to cart the chronowarp up this hole.” 
 “That seems like an elementary deduction,” Beran said. 
 “So what’s the point of this descent, anyway?” 
 “We shall see once we get there. Are you ready?” 
 “I guess so.” 
 Beran gave the command and the descent continued. 
 It had gotten hotter the farther we went down. If you’ve ever been in a cave, you would have noticed how much cooler it was inside than outside. The same didn’t hold for a deep, deep hole. After a time, the hole got hotter. In the deepest mines, heat management was as much a problem as was drinking-water and having enough air to breathe. 
 “How deep is this?” I panted. 
 “We seem to be coming to a junction.” 
 “You mean the bottom, right?” 
 “No. I mean a junction.” 
 “What’s that?” I asked. 
 “We’re about to find out.” 
 I looked down and saw the Tosk directly below me lean to the right and step onto what looked like a landing. I descended a few more rungs and did likewise. 
 The Tosks crouched like primitives or lay on the floor. By the helmet-lamps, it seemed the junction, as Beran had called it, was a low area surrounding the hole and ladder. I couldn’t walk completely upright here, but had to bend my head. 
 I practically collapsed to sit against a wall, glad to give my hands and feet a break. 
 Beran had to bend over to move in here. He sat near me, but did not lean against a wall. Instead, he sat with his back straight, exuding energy. I remembered some of the super-glands he’d boasted about earlier. I guess they worked. Of course, he’d just been floating, not climbing down a ladder like the rest of us. 
 “I am reassessing the situation,” Beran told me. 
 “We aren’t heading to a secret storage unit?” I asked. 
 “Precisely,” he said. “I suspect we both thought of it as an access-way comparable to a basement in a house or possibly a vault in a bank. I no longer believe that.” 
 “You don’t believe the chronowarp is down here?” I asked. 
 “As to that, I cannot say. We shall continue soon.” 
 “Why the rest then?” I asked. 
 He didn’t answer. Instead, as he had on other occasions, Beran froze. 
 The Tosks grew agitated just like last time. 
 I studied the dominie. He stood as if he were chiseled out of marble. He did not breathe. He did not exude— 
 I leaned toward him and reached out. 
 The nearest Tosk snarled at me in warning. I looked at the huge creature. His fur was standing on end and his exposed fangs looked bigger than ever. I felt as if the Tosk barely restrained himself from biting me, and that if I actually touched Beran, he and the other Tosks would rend me to pieces like lions did to a captured zebra. 
 Instead of using this time to gain their freedom, the Tosks became increasingly protective of their tormenter. 
 I shrugged, collapsing back against the wall. 
 Two minutes and forty-seven seconds later—and yes, I timed it—Beran breathed once more. 
 At that point, the Tosks relaxed. 
 “What are you doing when you freeze like a statue?” I asked. 
 Beran climbed quickly to his feet. “It is time to move.” 
 “Is something wrong?” I asked. 
 The fierce energy in his eyes that had been hooded for a time now radiated intensely. “I believe we are about to discover a truth, a new truth.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I have sensed… Go!” he said. “I must know if my readings are correct or not. This time, we are climbing down until we reach the bottom.” 
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 We assumed the same order as before, ten Tosks, me, Beran and the last two Tosks bringing up the rear. 
 The rest at the junction had helped me a little, but all too soon the front bottom part of my feet began to throb again, and my hands went from aching to numb. I kept moving. I wasn’t going to let the Tosks out-hustle me. 
 After a time, I began to hear a thudding sound from below. It was low, steady and finally became rhythmic. The farther down we went, the louder the throb became. 
 “Do you know what that is?” I asked Beran. 
 “I have several theories.” 
 I moved down several more rungs before asking, “Care to share your theories?” 
 “It is possible we are descending into a World Hive.” 
 “What?” I asked. “You mean like giant ants or bees?” 
 “There is a strange order of creatures…that have taken themselves beyond Galactic Law. They maneuver between the stars in steel worlds—” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, interrupting. “Are you talking about giant spaceships?” 
 “If you’ll cease your prattle long enough, I will explain.” 
 I should have bristled at his words and tone. The steady throbbing sounds emanating from the guts of the Earth had shaken me, though. I did not like the sounds. They struck me as ominous, most likely alien and detrimental to human life. 
 Beran continued his lecture. “The Harkas—the name of the insect-like beings maneuvering in the steel worlds—have never acknowledged the authority of the Galactic Guard. That is for good reason. The Harkas devour worlds. They send teams of soldiers and a queen deep into a targeted world. There, they build a hive, small at first and then expanding it into a giant construct hidden in the depths of the planet. In time, the Harkas begin to send squads onto the surface, kidnapping the aboriginals. The aboriginals become workers in some cases, and food in others.” 
 “Whoa, whoa—food? We’re heading into a hive where the aliens think we’re food?” 
 Beran ignored the interruption. 
 “The Harkas continue to build, continue to feed, until the world hive has encompassed everything on the planet. At that point, the place is a husk, used-up. At that point, the Harkas launch new steel worlds to travel to other worlds, to begin the consumption process anew.” 
 “Let me ask this again. You think that’s what we’re descending toward?” 
 “That is one possibility, certainly,” Beran said. 
 I peered down the ladder, past the Tosk below me. The throbbing, the steady rhythmic sound coming up unnerved me even more now than before. I imagined it as the droning of a million alien insects. 
 “We should head back up and alert Earth’s militaries,” I said. 
 “No. We will descend to the bottom.” 
 “And if we land inside a Harka Hive?” I nearly shouted. 
 “I deem that as doubtful.” 
 “But you just said—” 
 “I am logical, Logan. I consider all possibilities, giving each a weight as I amass more data. Surely, it has become obvious to you that I am the greatest dominie of the Antares Institute. Thus, I do not emotionalize about a subject. It is one of the sources of my strength.” 
 “Just so we’re straight,” I said. “You don’t really believe we’re headed down into an alien hive?” 
 “I have deemed that to be of low probability.” 
 “Why bother telling me about the Harkas, then?” 
 “Perhaps because I am disinclined to present the greatest possibility,” Beran said. “It is too breathtaking, too unbelievable to consider yet.” 
 “You’ve obviously already considered it.” 
 “You must now save your breath,” Beran said. “We still have a long way to travel.” 
 He proved right about that. I descended farther into the Earth via the steel ladder. The throbbing sound gained a clanging tone after a time. That clanging grew louder and more persistent. It shook me, shook the ladder and made the descent harder than I would have imagined. 
 It became difficult to grip the throbbing rungs, and it was even harder to keep my feet from sliding off the vibrating steps. 
 “Is there another junction?” I shouted up at Beran. “I’m beat.” 
 He glowed again within that blue nimbus of his. It told me he feared this place as much as I did. He did not bother to answer, however. 
 I didn’t have much choice but to keep descending. 
 I’ll say this for the Tosks: they were troopers. The sounds and the fact of the hole’s mysterious nature seemed to have no effect upon them. They had been nervous earlier at the hatch, but they weren’t agitated anymore, at least not visibly so. 
 At last, the throbbing, clanging sounds become ponderous and nearly deafening. We could no longer communicate even by shouting at each other because no one could have heard anyone else. 
 At that point, I nearly lost it as a breeze suddenly blew against me. 
 One moment, I was in the narrow steel tube. The next, I was descending the ladder surrounded by black emptiness. The Tosk helmet-lamps speared back and forth in various directions, alighting upon nothing but more emptiness. No walls in sight. 
 Despite my exhaustion, I envisioned what that meant. The breeze continued to blow against me. The lamps showed nothing. That meant I was descending a ladder into what had to be a gargantuan cavern. 
 The sounds of the throbbing, clanking machine grew stronger. It was definitely closer to us. 
 We miniscule creatures descended the ladder until a hellish red glow showed dark machines moving giant pistons back and forth. These pistons moved horizontally as if on a city-sized steam engine out of the American Old West. The hellish glow also showed me ground or rock. 
 We’d almost reached the end of the hateful ladder into the guts of the Earth. 
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 The last two hundred yards down almost proved my undoing. I slipped, crashing against the head of the Tosk below me. I began sliding off him. 
 The werewolf-like creature used one of his long arms, clutching me lest I drop the rest of the way. By working together with him, I managed to re-grip the ladder. 
 Shaken, and given an extra boost of adrenalin-induced strength due to fear of falling, I made the rest of the descent until I stood with wobbly legs on solid ground. 
 The giant machine—if that’s what it was—seemed to go on forever in many directions. We hadn’t come down at an end, but inside a maze of giant dark blocks of colossal machinery. These blocks seemed to be the size of literal city blocks, vast cubes of machinery shoved together into a bewildering whole. 
 It was unnerving, frightening. Who had built this monstrosity? Why had they used what seemed like such crude technology? What fed power into these engines? How long had they been running like this? I did not like the idea of these machines having been running for centuries, maybe for endless millennia down here. 
 Beran allowed us to lie on the trembling rocky ground. He did not land, but remained hovering a few inches from the surface. 
 Perhaps twenty minutes later, Beran’s foot prodded my shoulder. I raised a groggy head, only realizing then that I’d fallen asleep. 
 I was reluctant to move—my muscles ached—but I climbed to my feet. So did the Tosks. They kept the helmet-lamps on and aimed the beam carbines in all directions. Beran still floated and held onto his baton. He looked everywhere, and I wondered what his extra senses or energies were telling him. 
 For a time, we marched beside the giant machines. I did not know if they were separate machines or all of one piece. It was like walking through a gargantuan processing plant that was running at full tilt. Huge pistons made an incredible din while rocker arms churned furiously. I finally understood what Jack from Jack and the Bean Stalk had felt like in the giant’s castle in the clouds. I felt like a mouse. I kept expecting a giant cat to show up and devour us. 
 The underground machinery did not feel like a Polarion thing. It seemed more elementary, older and more sinister. If Polarions would have built such a thing, it would have gleamed like shiny silver, would have run soundlessly. 
 In time, the throbbing, clanking, thrumming sounds dwindled as we left the machine area. The sounds did not fade away altogether, but it became possible to shout to each other. 
 Finally, thankfully, a floating Beran led us into a quieter cavern. It no longer felt as if the very air vibrated my body. 
 “I’m sick and tired,” I said. “When do we stop?” 
 There wasn’t much to see beyond the circle of helmet-lamp light. The rocky ground had wet patches here, and once a drip dropped on my head. Come to think of it, the air was damp and smelled like water. 
 Beran alighted onto the damp rocky floor. He motioned us toward a slick granite wall. 
 The Tosks seemed to understand what he meant. Ten of them crouched or lay down. Those that did lie down closed their eyes and began to snore. The last two Tosks, my former guardians, stood guard. They tracked their heads so the helmet lamps kept moving into the darkness as they held their carbines at port arms. 
 I leaned against a damp wall, accepting a bar of some kind from Beran. He’d turned off the blue nimbus some time ago. I wondered how much energy it took to keep that force field running. And where did Beran get the energy? The only logical place was from somewhere inside him. I guess the modifications must have included an implanted power source. 
 The bar tasted like almonds. It proved filling. He pitched me a plastic water bottle afterward. I uncapped and drained the water, and still felt thirsty. 
 For a time, I just rested. Finally, I looked up at Beran. He’d been standing still with his eyes unfocused. 
 “Is this what you expected?” I asked. 
 It took him a moment before he regarded me. He didn’t have to think about the question, though. He shook his head. 
 “Who built this place?” I asked. “Any ideas?” 
 “I always have ideas,” he said. “In this case, I cannot accept the ideas. The…size of the cavern—if that’s even the correct name—awes me.” 
 “Do you know how big it is?” 
 “Not precisely,” he said. “By what my sensors tell me, I’d estimate it is almost as large as the state of Utah.” 
 I stared at him in disbelief. “Utah?” 
 He nodded. 
 “There’s a space down here under the earth the size of Utah?” 
 “Not the exact shape,” Beran said, “but in overall extent, I believe so, yes.” 
 I blinked and blinked, more dazed the longer I thought about it. The size of Utah? That couldn’t be right. 
 “Is this natural?” I asked. 
 “Explain your question.” 
 “Was this underworld here or did someone build it and then stick in the machine?” 
 “I am inclined to believe the second explanation,” Beran said. 
 “That someone carved out an underground area the size of Utah this far down?” 
 “It is a remarkable engineering feat,” Beran said. 
 “That’s crazy.” 
 “Maybe not,” Beran said softly. 
 I put my head back against the damp rock and tried to envision anyone carving out such an area this deep under the Earth. It was mindboggling, to say the least. 
 “One of the many interesting aspects of the…area is where it is not,” Beran said. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “The cavern is only under one major human metropolitan area.” 
 “Yeah? Where? Las Vegas?” 
 Beran’s eyebrows rose. “That is a good guess. How did you arrive at the correct conclusion?” 
 I shrugged. “Las Vegas is a one-of-a-kind town. It has a dubious history to boot. It only makes sense that of all the cities, it’s the one that would be linked to this place.” 
 “You do not think those things have any bearing on this underworld?” 
 “Heck,” I said. “How should I know?” I paused before asking, “Do you think the Polarions made this place?” 
 “Normally, I would say yes. However, the machinery back there—it does not seem Polarion in nature.” 
 “Thank you,” I said. 
 “For what?” he asked. 
 “That’s just an expression. I was thinking the same thing before. That you came to the same conclusion made me say thanks.” 
 “How quaint,” he said. 
 “Ain’t it just,” I replied. 
 He cocked his head. At first, I thought it was in reference to my comment. Then I heard something, too. It had a strange but seemingly familiar whine. 
 “What is that?” I asked. 
 Beran barked an order. 
 All the Tosks scrambled to their feet. They aimed their carbines into the darkness. 
 “I think that is—” Beran said. 
 Before he could finish his thought, I vanished. 
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 I staggered as I materialized in the piloting chamber of a craft of some kind. It took a second before I realized what had happened. I was back in my good old Guard ship. 
 “Rax!” I shouted, seeing the metal-sheathed crystal standing in his slot on the dash. 
 Then I realized that someone was sitting in my piloting chair. It was Jenna Jones of the CAU with a pair of dark goggles over her eyes. How could she see out of those things? 
 “What’s going on?” I shouted. 
 “Shut up,” Jenna told me. “I have to concentrate. This might not work but it’s likely the best chance we’re going to get.” 
 I glanced outside the port window. I’m not sure, but I must have expected to see the deep blue sea. I did not see that. I saw darkness, glimpses of rock wall and flickering lights about fifty feet down and maybe a quarter-mile distant. 
 “Are we in the giant cavern?” I asked. 
 “I told you to shut up,” Jenna snarled. She manipulated the controls. The Guard ship lurched, going lower. 
 “Take it easy with my ship,” I said. 
 Jenna aimed her goggled face at me, with anger lines on her forehead, before she looked away and seemed to concentrate once more. I wondered if those were VR goggles, and if so, why Rax hadn’t told me about them before. Then, it struck me what Jenna was doing. 
 “Tosks!” I said. “You’re going to laser the Tosks.” 
 Even as I said that, Jenna pulled the trigger to the laser cannons located on the stubby wings of the Guard ship. 
 I whipped around to stare out of the port window. Lasers burned brightly, stabbing Tosks who aimed their beam carbines at us. 
 Some of the green beams fired, striking the armor of the Guard ship. 
 I felt sick seeing the Tosks going down. The lasers burned each one in a microsecond. I’d been with those Tosks, had sweated and hurt with them coming down into the Utah-sized underworld. I didn’t like seeing them curl and burn like sizzled bugs in a zapper. 
 “Where is he?” Jenna shouted. “He was there a second ago.” 
 “Do you mean Beran?” I asked. 
 “Yes, yes, the Antares dominie,” Jenna said, “the one who destroyed CAU.” 
 I thought about the Director at the moon base. I thought about all the CAU people at the Saturn Station. Jenna had a reason to be angry. And yet, was this the best strategy? 
 “Maybe we ought to capture Beran,” I said. 
 Jenna ignored me, as she seemed to be studying something with her goggles. 
 I moved closer to the port window. I saw a flicker of blue in the distance. I hesitated—and suddenly saw a red-glowing blot or missile launch from the blue that had to be Beran and his nimbus. The red glow didn’t seem good. 
 “Jenna,” I warned. 
 She cursed, didn’t give me any warning and banked the Guard ship so it swerved hard to the side. Afterburners kicked in, making the ship move. 
 That threw me against a panel. I crashed hard, barely avoided a head injury and slid along the floor. At the last second, I grabbed a piece of equipment and curled myself around it, hanging on tight. 
 Something struck the Guard ship, shaking the craft. Sparks flew from a panel as something there sizzled. The ship lurched again— 
 “Hang on!” Jenna shouted. 
 The next few seconds were crazy. We skidded along the rock surface of the underworld. It created a terrible din inside the ship. Another red broadside struck us, and the lights wavered in the piloting chamber. 
 “What’s he firing at us?” Jenna shouted. 
 “Rax,” I said. “Move us. Save the ship.” 
 “Logan,” the crystal said. “I am sorry to inform you that Jenna Jones now occupies the leadership position—” 
 “You little bastard,” I said, interrupting him. “Move us now or the Guard ship is toast. I know what I’m talking about.” 
 Three tense seconds passed. 
 “We are making a phase shift,” the crystal said. 
 “You can’t do that,” Jenna told him. “You know what’s at stake.” 
 I looked up out of the port window and saw another red glow come streaking toward the ship. 
 “Now, Rax, now, before it’s too late!” 
 At that instant, the ship phased, transferred, teleported, call it what you want. It only took an instant of time. We vanished from the location, avoiding the latest red-glowing energy missile that I had no idea how Beran created. 
 The Guard ship appeared elsewhere in the underworld. I knew because it was dark outside except for a region of grim machinery. 
 I sat up as I heaved a sigh of relief. 
 Jenna twisted her head one way and another. “Rax,” she said, in an accusing tone. 
 “We have phased out of danger,” Rax said. 
 Jenna tore off the dark-tinted goggles. I expected anger, especially because of the way she’d just said Rax’s name. Instead, I saw fear shining in her eyes. 
 “Thanks a lot, Logan,” she said. “You might have just ended the human race.” 
 I laughed. “Come on. You can’t be serious. We’re alive because of my quick thinking.” 
 “You have no idea of the stakes involved.” 
 “You do?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I’m listening,” I said. 
 “Rax?” Jenna asked. 
 “I am unsure,” the crystal said. 
 “Wait a minute,” I said, glancing from Rax to Jenna. It seemed as if she was asking the crystal’s permission to tell me what was going on—and he was hesitating. “What’s going on here, Rax? Have you changed loyalties?” 
 “Not exactly,” the crystal said, seeming to hedge his answer. “My first loyalty is to my oath. I belong to the Galactic Guard. I live to enforce Galactic Law and apprehend Galactic Civilization criminals.” 
 “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked. 
 “You have aided a Galactic Civilization criminal, Logan.” 
 “You mean Beran?” 
 “I do,” Rax said. 
 “I haven’t aided him, you idiot. He made me a prisoner.” 
 “Logan,” Rax said, “we know you showed the Antaran the hidden key to the deep entrance hatch. Before that, you helped him escape Kazz’s assassination attempt.” 
 “No, no, no!” I said. “You have it backwards. Beran paralyzed me. Kazz tried to save my life. And besides, that wasn’t Kazz. It was a clone of Kazz.” 
 “How do you know that?” Rax asked. 
 “You guys think I’ve thrown in with Beran?” I said. 
 “Without your aid—” Rax began. 
 “Beran drugged me,” I shouted. “Why did you just snatch me away from him if you think I’m in league with him?” 
 Rax did not reply. 
 “We wanted answers,” Jenna finally said. 
 “You were going to interrogate me?” I asked in disbelief. 
 Jenna looked away. 
 “I can’t believe this,” I said, shaking my head. “Beran has Debby. He has the Director and a bunch of CAU people.” 
 “We know all this,” Rax said. 
 “Yeah, well, I don’t know how the Guard ship is up and running. The last I remember the ship had critically flooded compartments, and it was stranded in the ocean. I sure don’t know why Jenna said I helped screw up humanity’s last chance for survival. I don’t understand this place.” I waved an arm. “This underworld is crazy. The machines—what are these machines? What do they do? Who built them?” 
 I took a deep breath, another and then a third, holding it and only slowly letting my air back out. 
 In a quieter voice, I asked, “What’s going on? Is Argon behind all this?” 
 “You told me before that Argon died,” Jenna said. 
 “I said I don’t know if he did. Rax,” I said. “Have you been subtly modifying me all this time? Beran said you have been.” 
 “I did not know about the underworld until only a short time ago,” Rax said, indirectly answering my question with his avoidance. “However, that is not germane to the direct threat. Beran seeks the ancient portal to the Polarion Paradise, does he not?” 
 “Okay, that’s interesting,” I said. “So, the portal is real, huh?” 
 “It is all too real,” Rax said. 
 I nodded. “And the chronowarp can help…open the portal?” 
 “Oh, yes,” Rax said. “Fortunately, Kazz—the original Kazz—stole the chronowarp and destroyed it.” 
 “Well that’s great,” I said. “So, what’s the problem, then?” 
 “Quite simply this,” Rax said. “We believe that it will only be a matter of time before Beran or his colleagues manage to construct another chronowarp.” 
 “I thought you had to be a super-genius Polarion to make something like that.” 
 “Yes,” Rax said. 
 Several seconds passed as that sank in. I’d always thought Beran had been a boaster concerning the excellence of the Antares Institute. But this implied… 
 “So, you’re telling me that Beran is in the Polarion category?” I asked. 
 “Oh, yes,” Rax said. “You saw what just transpired. Beran almost destroyed the Guard ship while proving impervious to our laser cannons. He has also made many uncanny guesses and seems to be on the verge of opening the Polarion Portal.” 
 “Once he makes his own chronowarp, that is.” 
 “With the greater knowledge he can gain from this place, the manufacturing of a chronowarp will likely occur soon.” 
 “Okay,” I said. “And why exactly would his opening the portal destroy humanity?” 
 Neither Jenna nor Rax spoke. 
 That made me angry. “If you still think I’m a traitor to the cause—” 
 “No,” Rax said, interrupting. “I tested your truthfulness earlier while accusing you. I believe your story about Beran drugging you. Besides, there are still traces of the drug in your system. Jenna, could you please leave the piloting chamber?” 
 “Are you kidding me?” Jenna said. 
 “I’m afraid you are not rated for the latest intelligence briefing,” Rax told her. 
 “And he is?” Jenna asked, pointing at me. 
 “Not precisely,” Rax said. “However, Beran has proven even deadlier than I…anticipated.” 
 “What were you going to say?” Jenna asked. 
 “Jenna, humanity is at stake,” Rax said. “Just as importantly, the galaxy is in dreadful danger. Logan and I are the Guard agents on the spot. We must stop this galactic catastrophe and time is running out.” 
 “I don’t like this,” she said. “Did you or did you not tell me that I was the best person to run the Guard ship.” 
 “Please, Jenna,” Rax said. “I told you that in strictest confidence. Now, I understand and sympathize with your feelings, but this is for the best.” 
 I thought Jenna was going to explode. In the end, she got out of my piloting chair and angrily strode out of the chamber, closing the hatch behind her. If she was trying to slam the hatch, she failed, although it closed a little louder than usual. 
 “Thanks a lot,” I said. “She’s a better Galactic Guard agent than me?” 
 “In terms of piloting the Guard ship,” Rax said, “Jenna is less reckless than you are.” 
 “Yeah, but—” 
 “Logan, time is ticking. We can talk about what I told Jenna later. Right now, I must check with Sand.” 
 “Sand? Check with him for what?” I said. 
 Rax had already fallen silent. Thus, I stood in the piloting chamber waiting to find out what was really going on. 
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 Ten minutes later, while following Rax’s instructions and still unenlightened regarding “Sand,” I piloted the Guard ship through the darkness of the Utah-sized cavern. The outline and extent of the machinery down there changed, growing larger and more complex. Even though we were behind armored plating, the thrum and throb of the machines shook my chair and the entire ship. 
 “You must land,” Rax informed me. “We dare not take the Guard ship any farther.” 
 “How about telling me what’s going on?” I said. “I’m getting sick of the suspense. I mean, if I’m going to know—” 
 “You must understand,” Rax said, interrupting, “that I am in constant contact with Sand. He does not want you to see him. He does not believe you are sufficiently civilized or trustworthy enough to know the terrible secret.” 
 “Yeah?” I asked. 
 “Sand has debated destroying the Guard ship and the three of us to keep the terrible secret intact. It is only the fact that he doubts he can slay Lord Beran and his confederates on his own that is causing him hesitation.” 
 “That’s just wonderful,” I said. “He wants our help, but only because he’s in trouble. This sounds like a bastard who will bite the hand that feeds him and turn over the Guard ship to another in a heartbeat.” 
 “If you are referring to me—” 
 “Yes,” I said. 
 “Let us stick to the issue at hand,” Rax said several seconds later. “Sand’s secret is terrible and all-encompassing. He is—” 
 “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “So, what does Jenna know about this Sand fellow?” 
 “Jenna knows nothing about him. I have told her this is a matter of human extinction, and she is satisfied with that.” 
 “You’re kidding me?” I said. “She didn’t ask for specifics?” 
 “Jenna is a good agent. She knows how to take orders, even orders that she doesn’t understand.” 
 “Well, I’m not good at that.” 
 “I know. It is one of your key failings.” 
 “No. It’s one of my major strengths.” 
 “If you believe this—” 
 “Forget it,” I said, cutting Rax short. “I’ve had my fill of debates while working with Beran.” 
 “So, you were in collusion with him,” Rax said. “That modifies my previous—” 
 “Come on,” I said, interrupting. “Give me a break. That was just a bad choice of words on my part. Beran screwed with my mind. You think I’m going to side with him?” 
 “Knowing your character…no,” Rax said. 
 I landed the Guard ship onto the rocky bottom of the underworld. All around us was the black machinery, constantly working, shaking and throbbing. 
 “I’ve been wondering,” I said. “How long have these machines been in operation?” 
 “Something on the order of six thousand years,” Rax replied. 
 “Without stopping?” I asked, incredulous. 
 “Oh, yes,” Rax said. “If they had stopped…” 
 “What happens then, the end of the world?” 
 “I have said too much,” Rax told me. “Sand…ah, I believe I have finally found the right argument with him. Please, Logan, I must use my entire focus to speak with Sand. This could take some time.” 
 “How long is that?” 
 Rax didn’t answer. 
 I sat in my piloting chair, wondering what Beran was doing now. Had we slain all the Tosks? I still felt bad about the shootings earlier. I didn’t see how the Polarion Portal could cause the end of the world or pose a dire threat to all of Galactic Civilization. I kind of doubted the machines had been down here for six thousand years. That didn’t make sense. I mean…machines ran down all the time as entropy took over, causing things to fail. Did Sand keep everything running by oiling the gears, replacing worn out parts? 
 I put my hands over my chest, settled back and soon a great weariness came crashing down. I must have dosed off and begun to dream. I was on the ladder again, climbing— 
 “Logan, wake up.” 
 I blinked in my chair, raised my head and realized I was safe in the Guard ship. 
 “Yeah?” I asked. 
 “Sand has agreed to see you,” Rax said from the dash. “He is unhappy with the event, but he believes he needs one resourceful human to understand the full story. Our time is limited. Beran is already summoning reinforcements from space, from the region around Saturn. There is a possibility the Antaran will directly attack the machine. If the Great Machine should stop…” 
 “Right, right, planet-wide calamity,” I said. “Got it. I’m ready to see your guy.” 
 “Good,” Rax said. “We are transferring now.” 
 This transfer seemed to take longer. How would I know? That’s a good question. I shouldn’t have been able to tell. 
 I dropped onto a hard surface, having appeared an inch above it. I staggered forward, barely able to regain my balance and avoid sprawling onto the ground. I heard Rax clatter against the floor—steel flooring by the noise. 
 That was the poorest teleportation I’d ever experienced. I scooped Rax up, put him in my back pocket and looked around. 
 I was in a large, empty room, entirely steel in construction, filled with stale air. 
 “What the heck, Rax? Where is this place?” 
 The crystal did not answer. 
 “Rax?” I asked. 
 The stale air was starting to get to me. I took several deep breaths, and then took another. That did nothing to ease me. I began to realize this place had almost no breathable air. 
 “Hey!” I said. “Sand! Can you hear me?” 
 I heard nothing but a distant throb of noise. Kneeling, I felt the slightest tremor in the floor. 
 Breathing deeper than ever, I tried to suck whatever oxygen was in the air. The room seemed to spin, to rotate. 
 I was obviously about to pass out, maybe die in here. 
 I lay down because, if I survived, I didn’t relish collapsing and breaking bones. Then, everything went blank. 
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 A roaring sound seemed to surround me. Was this another dream or was I inside the Great Machine? 
 I inhaled, tasting the sweetness of breathable air. Then, a sharp throb of a headache made me wince. I suddenly felt horrible, vomited, breathed and vomited again. 
 I felt more horrible than ever. Maybe that’s because I’d passed out due to a lack of oxygen. At least I was still alive. At least— 
 A furnace-like roar increased in volume as I lay there. It seemed like an angry sound. I had the sense that the furnace might rise up, and that would be the end of me. 
 I found the strength therefore to pry open my eyes. What I saw confounded me to such a degree that I sat right up. That might have been a mistake. Dizziness clutched me. My eyesight blurred, and a nauseous feeling made the vomit rise in the back of my throat. By force of will, I kept what remained of my food down. I kept staring, massaged my throbbing head and finally received my reward. 
 I saw a metal head tower over me. It was three, maybe four stories tall. Giant rivets showed everywhere on the metal head. Its eyes were great flames at either end of a horizontal a pit. It lacked nostrils, and the mouth…it was a great robotic mouth with titanium for teeth. Fire burned back behind what resembled a tongue. I realized the lips moved. The otherwise-primitive robot-head had molten metal lips that constantly reformed as the head spoke. 
 Here was source of the furnace-like roar I’d heard earlier. The head spoke, but the words made no sense. 
 I massaged my still-aching head again, leaned toward the thing and concentrated the best I could. 
 The head spoke once again, and this time, I could make out the words. “Are you the Galactic Guard Agent Logan?” the head asked. 
 “That’s me,” I said. 
 “Speak up so I can hear you,” the head said. 
 “Yes!” I shouted. “I’m Logan. Who are you?” 
 The head closed his mouth. The eyelids shut with a faint clanging sound before opening again. 
 In that swift interim, I looked around. Hills of gems surrounded me. There were individual hills of diamonds, rubies, onyxes and more. The fortune in precious gems was staggering. I also saw crude robots. They were bronze-colored, had rivets holding them together, and held what appeared to be broad-bladed shovels in their metal-mitten-like hands. The robots were nine feet tall or thereabouts. Each must have weighed a ton. 
 The towering head opened his mouth, and the fires behind the molten-metal tongue seemed dimmer than before. 
 Several of the robots, moving in an exaggeratedly mechanical manner, approached hills of gems. One thrust his shovel into diamonds, another into rubies, and others into emeralds and sapphires and onyxes. Clanking as they moved, the robots approached the huge metal head and hurled the gems into the cavernous mouth like old trainmen hurling coal into the maw of a locomotive’s furnace. 
 The giant head chewed the gems, crunching and crushing them, swallowing the mass. Now, the fire behind the molten-metal tongue once more roared with great strength. 
 I had a brief suspicion that I was hallucinating. I pinched myself, and yelped at the pain. 
 The head regarded me again as the robots shuffled to their respective gem mountains. 
 “I am Sand,” the great metal head said. 
 “Rax spoke to you earlier?” I asked. 
 “He did indeed.” 
 “Where is Rax?” I asked. 
 “He does not need to hear this,” Sand told me in his furnace-like voice.  
 “Are you going to kill me?” I asked. 
 “I have not yet decided.” 
 I nodded as if that made sense. The huge metal head, the robots, the gem hills and the fantastic underworld machine had begun to have an effect upon me. This all felt surreal. It was difficult to take it seriously. I mean, the other things, like the moon base, had seemed easier to accept. Maybe it was the crudeness of all these things that made it so difficult. 
 “I am Sand,” the great metal head said again. “I am the Guardian of Life. I am the Sentinel who never sleeps. I never desert my post because I cannot move. I feed on the wealth of the world. I oversee the Grithies in their tasks.” 
 “Would you hold it right there, Mr. Sand?” I said. “Did you say Grithies?” 
 “I am just Sand. I accept no titles except for the ones given me at my construction.” 
 “Uh…okay.” 
 “Yes, I did say Grithies. I find it strange that you seem to know about them.” 
 “There were Grithies in the lowest underground Greenland cavern. Don’t you know about that?” 
 “Ah….” Sand said in a louder furnace-like voice. “I did not. I see that I must speak to Argon once more. He has been withholding information again. That shall not stand.” 
 “Wait a minute,” I said. “Argon is alive?” 
 “Do you wish to see him?” Sand asked. 
 “Heck, yes,” I said. 
 “Remember that you said you wished for this.” 
 I nodded. I knew very well what I’d said. Still, I didn’t like Sand’s warning. It seemed ominous. 
 Soon, I heard a scraping sound. I turned, and my mouth dropped open in shock and horror. 
 Ten or more of the big robots pushed a gigantic clear cylinder toward me. In the fluid-filled cylinder was machinery, some of which caused constant bubbles to rise like those in an aquarium. A mangled mess of a body floated in the blue solution. The mangled, man-shaped thing lacked a left arm and most of his right leg. He wore a skintight suit around the rest of him, and a full mask around his face. A tube snaked from the mask to…to an oxygen supplier, I supposed. 
 Sand spoke. The robots stopped, and I stared at the floating, mangled mess in the huge tube. 
 “That’s Argon?” I asked. 
 “You are correct,” Sand said. 
 “Can he hear me?” 
 “No. He cannot hear you,” Sand said in his ponderous way. 
 “Is he alive?” 
 “He breathes. He thinks, at times, and he answers a few of my questions. I assure you, Argon will answer more.” 
 “So…how did he get this way?” 
 “He barely escaped the destruction of his Greenland base when he fought the space pirates. My agents discovered his dying form. The Grithies fashioned the cylinder and the machines to keep him alive. I have probed Argon for a time. I learned more but not enough, never enough.” 
 “Can I talk to Argon?” I asked. 
 Sand spoke. The huge robots clanked around to the other side. Slowly, working in unison, the robots shoved the cylinder away and soon out of sight. 
 “I guess that means no,” I said. 
 “You are correct,” Sand said. “Argon does not need to speak to anyone but me. Otherwise, he might turn stubborn again. That, I will not allow.” 
 I wanted to ask Sand if he tortured Argon, but he clearly did. I didn’t want a confirmation just yet. I wanted to hear Sand’s story, and I wanted to survive the meeting. 
 “Mr. Sand,” I said, loudly. “Excuse me, please. I mean, Sand.” 
 The giant robot head waited. 
 “I belong to the Galactic Guard,” I began. 
 “I know this.” 
 “Sure you do. I’m just stating facts.” 
 “I have already warned you that time is short. We must do this swiftly.” 
 I nodded. “Lord Beran of the Antares Institute captured me—” 
 “Galactic Guard agent,” Sand said, interrupting. “Let us get to the point. Long ago, the Polarions came to Earth and built a portal. They did it in their time of power and brilliance. They found the weak rips in reality here and set up a station. The greatest of the Polarions broke through. He returned, taking more of his ilk with him. A female Polarion came back and spawned a child. That child grew up and created the Starcore. I have been informed that you know the story of the Starcore.” 
 “That’s right. I destroyed the Starcore.” 
 “This I know,” Sand said. “It is one of the primary reasons I have taken you into my confidence. The female Polarion that had returned from Paradise, as the Polarions named that realm, was not like the others of her kind. She had radically changed before she died.” 
 “How did she die?” I asked. 
 “Do not interrupt me, Guard agent. Our time is very short. She died. That is the critical thing. Her son lived, and he created a terrible danger with the Starcore. One other Polarion returned from Paradise. He was half-mad. He spoke of wonders, marvels and the continuing changes to the Polarions on the other side. He created this underworld, these machines, and he built me.” 
 “Sand,” I said. “Please excuse me for interrupting, but this place doesn’t seem like something a Polarion would make.” 
 “You are correct in your assessment, Agent Logan. As I said, the returning Polarion was half-mad. He spoke of the terrors of Paradise, the things that had twisted the Polarions and were twisting them still. For the Polarions had not gone to a fair realm, but to a terror realm of sinister intelligences.” 
 I shook my head. Sand seemed to be contradicting himself. 
 “The half-mad Polarion labored long on the pristine Earth, using Grithies and other mysterious powers to fashion the Great Machine. He caused mighty shafts to sink down into the planetary core. The core heat powers the Great Machine, and ever the machine works to create the energy that keeps the Polarion Portal sealed from this side.” 
 “Okay… Can I ask you a question?” 
 The fires in Sand’s eyes grew, perhaps showing his anger at my having spoken again. 
 “What is it this time?” he intoned. 
 “I thought you—or whoever—needed a chronowarp to use the portal.” 
 “That is a statement, not a question,” Sand said. “However, that will suffice to get to the point. Yes, from this side, one would need a chronowarp to help twist the fabric of reality at the portal point in what is now Antarctica. The only chronowarp on Earth has been destroyed. Yet, it has come to my attention that Lord Beran the Antaran has the genius to create another chronowarp.” 
 “Wait, wait,” I said. “If there isn’t a chronowarp—” 
 “Surely, you are not that dense,” Sand said, interrupting me. “I control the Great Machine. I am the Guardian of Life that keeps the robots at their task. The Great Machine has but one purpose. I would think it obvious by now.” 
 “Why don’t you go ahead and spell it out for me.” 
 “The Great Machine was built to seal the portal from this end. We must never allow the terrible Powers that the Polarions have become to return to this realm of existence. The Great Machine protects this universe from invasion. I stand guard day and night. As long as the machine runs, the Earth is safe, the galaxy is safe. But if ever the Great Machine stops…that could well be the end of everything as the insane but all too powerful entities would wreak havoc upon the weaklings here.” 
 “This is really on the level?” I asked. 
 “This is why the Galactic Guard has quarantined the Earth, the entire Solar System, from the rest of Galactic Civilization.” 
 “What about Argon?” I asked. 
 “I take that to mean, why do I keep Argon alive if he is so potentially dangerous? The answer is simple. Argon never went to the “Paradise” on the other side of reality. Argon is one of the ancient Polarions who had the wisdom to refrain from crossing over. I believe the half-mad altered Polarion put Argon and his kind in the stasis tubes in Greenland. Why the madman did this, I have never satisfactorily decided. As you might have surmised—if you had enough intelligence—the madman created the embryo of the Galactic Guard that has morphed into what it is today.” 
 “You’ve spoken to Galactic Guardsmen?” 
 “No. But I have monitored the guardsmen that landed on Earth. As an aside, I am the one who caused Rax’s original Guard agent to die. The crystal does not know that. If Rax does learn of the deed, I will have to destroy him.” 
 “Sure, sure,” I said. “So why did you have to kill the agent?” I asked, remembering the skeleton in the Guard ship when I’d first found it. The skeleton that had had a monkey-like skeletal tail. 
 “Rax’s original Guard agent had learned of the portal and wished to open it. I believe the idea of unlimited power had corrupted him.” 
 “Why don’t you think the idea will corrupt me?” 
 “I have studied you as we speak, Agent Logan. I have also watched you from afar. You have impressed me. You are a rare individual of grit and honor. I have, in fact, summoned a Guard ship to aid us.” 
 “But I thought you said you don’t speak to the Galactic Guard.” 
 “Of course I used an intermediary in order to keep my identity secret.” 
 “Oh,” I said. “So a Guard ship is coming. Why do you need me, then?” 
 “Clearly, the Guard ship has not yet arrived. In fact, it may not come in time. That means you must stop Lord Beran and his confederates before they manufacture a chronowarp and open the portal.” 
 “How close are they to doing that?” 
 “Beran is even now summoning his teleporting craft. I can only conclude that the purpose of this is to take him away to rearm for the next phase of the fight.” 
 “Beran is highly modified,” I said. “He happens to have the full use of his brain.” 
 “He is an Antaran dominie of the Institute,” Sand said. “I know he is uniquely dangerous. You must kill him, Agent Logan. You must kill his confederates on the Saturn Station.” 
 “And how am I supposed to do that?” I asked. “If my Guard-ship’s lasers couldn’t pierce Beran’s force field, I doubt I have a powerful enough gun.” 
 “I have a dagger from the other realm,” Sand said. 
 “Wait a minute,” I said, holding up my hands. “By other realm, you mean what? The so-called Polarion Paradise?” 
 “That is correct.” 
 “And ‘stuff’ is different there than from over here?” 
 “Some ‘stuff,’ as you say, from that realm, has queer properties here. The substance is unlike anything known in this universe. I do not believe that Beran’s force field will resist the otherworldly substance.” 
 “‘Do not believe’ doesn’t sound the same as ‘The force field won’t resist the substance.’” 
 “That is correct,” Sand said. “There is a large margin for error in this assassination attempt.” 
 I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 “Surely, the Guard ship, the big one coming, will have energy weapons that could vaporize Beran,” I said. 
 “If it is a Guard Dreadnought, then yes, it will possess such main weaponry. But that dreadnought is not here. You are. Time is limited. Beran’s force field is unique, and we must stop him before he succeeds.” 
 “What if we stranded Beran in space, in a vacuum? Would that kill him?” 
 “That would be sufficient to kill him. But Beran is resistant to any teleportation not of his design.” 
 “I remember silvery discs down in the Greenland cavern teleporting him.” 
 “Perhaps that is so,” Sand said. “But Beran would have allowed that to happen.” 
 “And after I kill Beran and his confederates…?” I asked. 
 “Then, you will return the otherworldly knife to me for safekeeping. It has a terrible property that only I have been able to suppress.” 
 “Okay…what does that mean?” 
 “You will not want to wield this knife for long.” 
 “How come?” I asked. 
 “Because it will destroy you after a time,” Sand said. “It will disrupt your atoms and you will simply cease to exist.” 
 “So…” I said, “what will the knife do to those near me?” 
 “The same,” Sand said. 
 “Does this side effect have a range?” 
 “Several hundred miles,” Sand said. 
 “This knife has some seriously bad mojo.” 
 “In truth, the substance does not exist in the same manner that we do. It has grim properties. I have kept the knife because I have no way yet of getting rid of it. Keeping the knife from destroying the Earth is one of my many duties.” 
 “This might sound…crazy,” I said. “But if the portal is that dangerous, why haven’t you destroyed the Earth and thereby destroyed the portal?” 
 “Have you not listened to me?” Sand asked. “The portal has nothing to do with the planet, other than occupying the same space, as it were. If anyone destroyed the Earth, he would destroy the portal but not the rip in reality. He would have destroyed the Great Machine and me, though. Then, the things on the other side could come through once they built a portal of their own, which I’m sure they could do with ease.” 
 “Scratch that idea,” I muttered, too low for Sand to hear. “Okay…” I said more loudly, “if they can build portals, why don’t they build a different portal to Earth now and finish us off?” 
 “That is an intelligent question,” Sand said, almost sounding surprised. “I don’t believe any other rip in reality on Earth leads to that dimension. If they have other rips over there, I suppose they must lead to other realms of existence. I have no idea if they have or have not attempted that. I am moderately certain they desire to return here, although I am not exactly sure why.” 
 “Maybe to show off,” I said. 
 “That might be so,” Sand said. “Or perhaps this is one of the few realities where they would be akin to gods compared to the rest of you.” 
 That was a sobering thought. I also wondered why Sand hadn’t included himself in that little comparison. 
 Several of the bronze robots reappeared. This time, they dragged a large granite cube maybe ten feet high and wide and deep. It took twelve of them to drag the ponderous thing. I noticed a lock in the center of the side facing us. A last robot carried what must have been the key. 
 “Are you ready to carry out the task?” Sand asked me. 
 “Do you have any suggestions about how to get Beran?” 
 “Locate his position, teleport beside him and stab hard.” 
 “You make it sound easy.” 
 “I doubt it will be,” Sand said. “There is another thing we must discuss before you begin. I expect you must realize by now the seriousness of my existence.” 
 “Of course,” I said. 
 “You speak too flippantly. You do not realize. I have remained hidden for many cycles of time, and I intend to remain so. The reasoning is obvious. If no one knows about me or the Great Machine, they will not plot to destroy me or the machine. In that way, the blockage to the terrible portal remains in place.” 
 “I can see that,” I said slowly. 
 “Thus, once the mission is completed, Rax, Jenna and yourself must be eliminated. It is the only way to ensure that the secret of me and the machine remains one.” 
 “Oh…” I said. 
 “I want your word that after eliminating Lord Beran and his confederates, you will return down here with Rax and Jenna.” 
 “So that you can…what, kill us?” I asked. 
 “I do not need to kill you personally. My robots or the Grithies can do the deed. Or, if you prefer to cease by your own hand that is fine with me.” 
 “You’re too generous,” I said. 
 “I know you do not mean that. I know you think that it is a harsh sentence, as you will cease to exist.” 
 “That’s where you’re wrong, Sand. It makes obvious sense, as you’ve said. Of course, I understand. Why do you think I became a Galactic Guard agent in the first place? It was to defend my planet. I’m the Earth’s marshal. Thus—” 
 “Agent Logan, I sense that you are seeking to deceive me. I know you Earthlings. You desire to live above all else. In fact, I have come to suspect that you view your own life more highly than the rest of the lives on the planet.” 
 “That’s preposterous,” I said. 
 “Your actions say otherwise.” 
 “So…what are you proposing, then?” 
 “You must undergo a quick operation,” Sand said. “It will be relatively painless.” 
 “Oh, right,” I said. “I get it. You want to put a control device in my brain.” 
 “That is true. If you will observe the new robots…” 
 I looked around and saw about twenty more of the huge bronze robots dragging what looked like an operating theater with a bed and a buzz-saw, no doubt to open my skull. 
 “Is that what you did to Kazz’s and the Director’s clones?” I asked. 
 “That is a logical deduction. Yes, you are correct.” 
 “How about I just give you my word and we can skip the operation? As you’ve been saying, time is short.” 
 “I am afraid that that is unacceptable,” Sand said. 
 As I stared at the huge metal head, the robots dragged the operating theater closer yet… 
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 “Wait a minute!” I shouted, holding up my hands. 
 The robots continued to drag the operating theater closer. 
 “Sand,” I said. “We have to talk about this.” 
 “The time for talking is over,” the great metal head said. “Now, it is time for action.” 
 “I need Rax in order to operate the Guard ship.” 
 “You will have Rax as soon as the control chip is in your brain.” 
 “I resent your distrust,” I said. 
 “I suspect that is another lie. You are a cunning creature, Logan, but you have a problem telling the truth when you are under great duress.” 
 I looked around wildly. This was a nightmare. Behind me was a black wall of metal. To the sides of me were the gem mounds. The robots kept dragging stuff in here from a place of deep darkness across from me. 
 “Let me at least see the otherworldly knife before you turn me into a mindless slave.” 
 “You are mistaken, Logan. The process is nothing like that. The control device is more akin to a prod in order to get you to make the correct actions. You will still maintain your self-identity.” 
 “Sand!” I shouted. “If you put that chip in me, I’m going to commit suicide at the first opportunity.” 
 The fires in Sand’s eyes grew ominously large. It had one good side effect. The robots halted and so did the operating theater. 
 “Are you truly that selfish, Logan?” Sand asked. 
 “You’d better believe I am. I’m not going to be anyone’s slave for any reason.” 
 “Not even to save the Earth?” 
 “That’s right,” I said. “Not even for that.” 
 “That is unbelievably selfish.” 
 “Yeah, well,” I said, “tough beans.” 
 “Do you not love the human race?” 
 “Of course I do.” 
 “Would you not give your life to save your species?” 
 “Most of the time, yeah,” I said. 
 “Then, why does it matter if you have the control chip in your brain? You must die after slaying Beran and his confederates. You must cease in order to protect the great secret.” 
 Using a sleeve, I wiped sweat from my brow. I had to figure a way out of this. 
  “Did you create the CAU?” I asked. 
 “Indirectly,” Sand said. 
 “And that’s why all this happened. That’s why Beran and the rest of us found this place, because you put the headquarters under the salt flats.” 
 “You have a point, and you should know that I have seen the error of my ways. I will not make such an error again. In my defense, at the time, I felt I had to counteract your clumsy actions.” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 “Why do you think the world leaders did not come to the obvious conclusions after the nuclear detonations caused by the space pirates?” 
 “The CAU helped…blind the world?” 
 “CAU was only an embryo organization at that time,” Sand said, “but in a manner of speaking, you are correct. I also set up the CAU to aid in stopping future alien incursions. I have failed, however. I believe the Galactic Guard will have to tighten the cordon around the Solar System.” 
 I nodded even as I gauged my options. It sounded like this knife was the ticket to slaying Beran. I didn’t want the knife, though, if I had to give up my free will to get it. What I wanted might not matter, as I couldn’t see a way out of this. 
 “Look,” I told Sand, as sweat pooled under my armpits. “If you’re going to put the control chip in my head, let me consult Rax first.” 
 “For what reason?” asked Sand. 
 “Frankly, I’d like Rax’s advice about what I should do.” 
 “That seems like dubious reasoning to me. Thus, I believe you are lying again. How can we come to an understanding if you continue to give me falsehoods?” 
 “Does it always have to be your way or the highway?” I complained. 
 “As long as I have the upper hand, yes,” Sand said. “Logan, I believe I have arrived at a solution.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “I will insert a guidance chip along with the control device in your frontal lobe. The guidance chip will ensure that you remain in a positive frame of mind. In essence, it will keep your darkest thoughts from bubbling up from your subconscious. In this way, you will not think of committing suicide.” 
 “Oh, that’s great!” I said, clapping my hands, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. 
 The robots began dragging the operating theater closer again. 
 I realized then that Sand must be half-mad, or his thinking was so foreign to mine that he might as well have been insane. If I were going to remain me, I was going to have to do something right this second. 
 “What is the meaning of your newest action?” Sand asked. 
 I had begun walking toward the operating theater. 
 “I can see there’s no way out of this,” I said. “I don’t totally like it, but I know when I’m beaten.” 
 “I do not believe that corresponds to what I have learned about you, Logan.” 
 I kept walking resolutely toward the operating theater. It brought me near the robot holding the key to the granite block. The key was sitting on a pad of sorts. It was a big metal key, a little longer than my forearm. 
 “Is this another trick?” Sand asked. 
 “Nope,” I said, as I ran at the key-holding robot. 
 “Logan, this is senseless. If my robots fail to catch you, rest assured that my Grithies will apprehend you sooner than you can believe.” 
 The key-holding robot clanked backward even as the others by him lurched toward me. 
 I lifted the key from the holding pad. It was even heavier than I’d thought. But I was stronger than a normal human. With a grunt, using two hands, I turned away from the robots. 
 “Logan, put that down.” 
 The robots that had dragged the granite cube should have stayed by it instead of clanking toward me. They moved in a line toward me, and it seemed as if they were blocking me from the granite cube. Other robots clanked from the other direction, with their bronze arms outstretched. 
 I ran at the first line, dove, rolled behind their metal legs and jumped up behind them. 
 “Stop, Logan,” Sand said in a booming voice. “I will destroy you if you do not put down the key.” 
 I ignored the metal head as I sprinted the short distance to the cube. The sounds of fire grew from Sand’s eye-sockets. Could he beam jets of flame at me? I wouldn’t doubt it. 
 I thrust the heavy key in the slot—it went in smoothly. I tried to turn it and failed. A glance over my shoulder showed me two walls of advancing robots closing in toward me. 
 Sweat dripped from me and soaked my garments. Remembering the hatch release, I twisted the key the other way. It rotated and clicked ominously. 
 “Logan, stop.” 
 The vast granite cube split in half, the upper part rising with a grinding noise. 
 A weird light radiated from the center of the cube. There, in the middle, was a sheathed dagger. The handle glowed, and the tiniest tip of the blade that wasn’t in the sheath shimmered in a frightening fashion. 
 My mouth was dry, and fear tightened my groin. I dove into the cube, between the two halves, and slithered to the knife, clutching the handle. 
 A shock went through my hand. I ignored the shock and took the knife with its metallic-seeming sheath. It was big, like a big Bowie knife. Once it was in my possession, I kept crawling, sliding out through the other side of the cube. 
 “Logan, drop the knife,” Sand said. 
 I did no such thing. Instead, I sprinted for the black wall that had been behind me as I faced Sand. 
 “I will burn you to death,” Sand warned. 
 Even if that wasn’t a hollow threat, I wasn’t going to stop now. 
 Fire roared, and a seemingly liquid jet of flame like from an old WWII reel with Marines burning Japanese soldiers out of caves hissed against the floor beside me. The floor there burned with fire, making me sweat harder. 
 By that point, I had reached the dark steel wall. Instead of drawing the knife and hacking, I noticed a hatch. I pressed a button. 
 “This is your last chance, Logan,” Sand boomed. 
 The hatch slid up. I darted in and to one side, even as another jet of liquid fire poured into the chamber. 
 It burned, and the heat caused me to stagger from it. The fire lit the room, however. I saw Rax on a stand. 
 I darted there, grabbed him and shook the crystal. 
 “Rax, Rax, can you hear me?” 
 The crystal did not answer. 
 Into the hellishly hot room clanked three, four, five—a continuous line of robots. 
 “If you escape, I will find you!” Sand boomed from outside. 
 I backed away from the approaching robots, turned and saw another hatch. I ran to it, pressed the button and the hatch opened. It looked like the steel room where I’d fallen unconscious. At this point, I didn’t have a choice, I darted to it and pressed another button. The hatch slid shut behind me. 
 I’d held my breath as I moved in a quick walk through the steel chamber. It was dimly lit, and it again seemed stale, without breathable air. 
 Fortunately, there was another hatch. 
 Soon, enough, I found myself in another room, this one with breathable air. 
 “Rax,” I said, shaking him again. 
 “Yes, Logan, what is it?” he asked. It must have only been the steel room that did whatever it took to keep a Rax crystal from functioning. 
 “Can you pinpoint the Guard ship?” I asked. 
 “Of course,” Rax said. “Why would you think otherwise?” 
 “Transfer us there.” 
 “Just a minute,” Rax said. “Sand is hailing me.” 
 “Don’t answer, Rax. He just tried to put a control device inside my mind.” 
 “That doesn’t make sense. In fact, Logan, Sand is telling me you are a renegade.” 
 “Rax, after we kill Beran, Sand told me that you, Jenna and I also have to die. We have to die in order to keep this underworld and Sand’s existence a secret.” 
 “I can understand the logic, certainly,” Rax said. 
 “So you want to die?” I asked. 
 “You did not let me finish. But before I do, I want to know what it is that you’re holding. It is very strange.” 
 “That’s because it’s not of this world, this universe. If you transfer me, I’ll tell you everything Sand told me.” 
 “But Logan, Sand has told me he will destroy the Guard ship if we transfer to it.” 
 “So, what does that tell you?” I asked. 
 “That you have made Sand angry.” 
 “I have, but what else does it tell you?” 
 After three pregnant seconds, Rax and I began to transfer. 
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 The surprising thing upon appearing back in the piloting chamber was that Jenna was still in her room. Rax checked the security system and told me that she was sleeping. 
 I slid into the piloting chair and began activating the ship. We powered up, lifted off the rocky ground— 
 “Sand is calling,” Rax said. 
 “Put him on the comm screen,” I said. 
 Rax complied, and I found myself viewing the great metal head. I don’t mind telling you, but it was much better seeing Sand on the screen than in person. 
 “What’s up, good buddy?” I asked. 
 “We are not friends,” Sand said. 
 “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “That was just a saying. I have to tell you, Sand, that you’ve seriously pissed me off.” 
 “I also am angry,” Sand said. 
 “So that makes two of us.” 
 “Return the knife at once.” 
 “Fat chance,” I said. “I need it to carry out my mission.” 
 “You…” 
 “Yes?” I asked. “You were going to say?” 
 “Rax,” Sand said, “your Guard agent has acted in bad faith. I demand that you transfer him to me for immediate reprisal.” 
 “Why don’t you tell Rax what you really mean?” I said. “You want to operate on me. Hey, Rax, why do you think all these clones have shown up with bombs in their guts and control devices in their brains? Old Sand here had them installed. In fact, Sand is behind the CAU.” 
 “I told you those things in strictest confidence,” Sand said. “You have lied to me. You said you would not repeat them.” 
 “That’s true,” I said. “But that was before your robots tried to grab me. Look, Sand, we can work together. But I’m not committing suicide for you or anyone after we take care of business against Beran.” 
 “Logan,” Rax said. “Enemy sensors have locked onto the ship. I am detecting missiles and several laser sites targeting us.” 
 “Are you sure this is the way you want to do things?” I asked Sand. “If you fire on my ship, all bets are off.” 
 “If you are destroyed, I can go about this with properly faithful soldiers,” Sand replied. 
 “Hey, good luck with that. All your people have failed so far to do anything to Beran. I saw your Kazz clone blow up. It did nothing, nada, to Beran. I have the knife. I have the brains to do—” 
 “No!” Sand said, interrupting. “You lack sufficient—” 
 “Why don’t you use that metal brain of yours for once, Sand?” I shouted. “Of course, I’m the best. I got away from you, didn’t I?” 
 Sand did not reply. 
 “You know I’m right,” I said. “Could anyone else have escaped from you the way I did?” 
 “It is highly doubtful,” Sand admitted. 
 “So, you see?” I said. “I’m the best. I’m your best bet. If you destroy my ship, Beran will likely succeed, and you will have failed in your great task.” 
 “I cannot abide your methods,” Sand said. “They are sneaky, underhanded—” 
 I laughed. “That’s rich, you calling me underhanded. You’re the grand sneak. You hide in shadows, going so far as to demand that no one even knows you exist. You’re a hypocrite, Sand.” 
 “I have a grave task to perform. I must see it completed for the entirety of my existence.” 
 “So, might makes right, huh?” 
 “Only in my case,” Sand replied. “That is because all life rests upon me.” 
 “Okay. I can see there’s no arguing with you. But just so you know, if you fire at us, I’m teleporting the knife directly to Beran.” 
 “No. You must not.” 
 “Why do I care?” I asked. “If I’m dead, the world is dead to me.” 
 “Logan…what you suggest is an outrage.” 
 “I know it,” I said. 
 “No,” Sand said. “I cannot let that persuade me. This is your last chance.” 
 “Give me a second to speak with Rax,” I said, putting the comm screen on mute so neither of us could hear the other. 
 As I’d been talking, I’d also been flying the Guard ship. I’d hoped if nothing else to buy us time to get out of the underworld and those missile sites. 
 “Well, Rax?” I asked. “How do we get out of the underworld?” 
 “I thought we were going to discuss Sand’s proposal,” the crystal said. 
 “He doesn’t have a proposal. He’s just giving us kamikaze orders.” 
 “Then—” 
 “Rax,” I said. “I’m buying us time. I’m trying to get out of range of Sand’s missiles and laser sites.” 
 Two seconds passed before Rax said, “That is clever of you. Yes. You’re headed in the right direction. We cannot transfer through all this rock, but we can use the access tube to the surface.” 
 “You mean the tube I climbed down with Beran?” 
 “Indeed,” Rax said. “Ah. Sand is trying to hail us.” 
 I’d seen the blinking red light and had been ignoring it. 
 “The various sites’ targeting sequences have begun,” Rax informed me. 
 That was what I’d been waiting to hear. I clicked the comm switch, turning off the mute. “All right, Sand,” I said. “You win. We’re coming back. Rax has convinced me that you’re right and that I’m wrong. The Earth is worth more than one man, even if that man is me.” 
 “I am glad you could see reason,” Sand said. 
 “What are your coordinates?” 
 Sand gave them. 
 “What did you say?” I asked the metal head. “Your signal is breaking up, Sand. I only heard one set of the coordinate numbers.” 
 Sand gave me the coordinates again. 
 “I think I have it,” I said, “but just to be sure—” 
 “Logan,” Sand said, interrupting. “I have begun to suspect that you are attempting further trickery. I do not think you intend to return here.” 
 “You’re wrong, Sand, you’re dead wrong. I’m also surprised at you. You’ve won. I’m going to do what you say, and yet you’re going to berate me—” 
 “Logan, you are saying nothing and doing it at length,” Sand said. “You are almost out of my missile range. If you do not immediately slow down…” 
 “Okay, okay,” I said, as I kicked in the afterburners, making this baby move. 
 “You are going faster instead of slower,” Sand complained. “I am about to fire on your vessel.” 
 “No, no,” I said. “I made a mistake. All your threats have upset me. I’m trying to slow down. Rax has gone crazy. He’s taking over control of the ship. Give me another few seconds so I can calm him down.” 
 “Logan,” Rax said, breaking in. “Sand’s missiles have launched.” 
 “Self-destruct them, Sand,” I said. 
 “Only if you land immediately,” the metal head said. 
 “At least self-destruct one of them so I know you’re serious,” I said. 
 Sand regarded me through the screen as we stared at each other for several seconds. Finally, not one, not two, but all five missiles heading for the Guard ship detonated in midflight. 
 “Just for the record,” Sand said. “I know you are lying to me. It has just occurred to me, however, that such deceit is what is most likely needed to slay Beran and his confederates. You have persuaded me with your cleverness, Logan.” 
 “Rax,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. “Has he really destroyed all the missiles?” 
 “Yes,” Rax said. 
 “You’re not going to try to kill me?” I asked Sand. 
 “Not until after you have completed your mission,” Sand said. “The last part cannot change for the reasons I have already articulated.” 
 I shook my head and finally nodded. “Okay, big guy, I guess that’s the best I’m going to get.” I turned to Rax. “How long until we can transfer out of here?” 
 “Three minutes,” Rax said. 
 “Great,” I said, sagging against the piloting chair. I expected something bad to happen at any second, but amazingly, it didn’t, and we transferred to the surface. 
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 In a relatively short time, we were cruising underwater off the Californian coast. We siphoned power from the local grid, bringing all the batteries to full charge. 
 I had a powwow with Rax, and we decided to bring Jenna into the picture. Once she joined us, I went over everything that had happened to me on the moon base, with Beran on Earth and the strange conversation I’d had with Sand among his nine-foot robots. 
 “They have Argon?” Jenna asked. 
 “A badly mangled and fully prisoner Argon,” I said. “I had the impression Sand had tormented Argon, if nothing else. Sand kept talking about how Argon had withheld certain information.” 
 “Given all that,” Jenna asked, “can we trust Sand?” 
 “That’s a loaded question,” I said. “Can we trust him to try to kill us after the mission? Yes, I believe we can.” 
 “That’s not what I meant. Can we believe him about the Polarion Portal, the end of the galaxy if Beran opens the portal and that sort of thing?” 
 “Rax?” I asked. “That’s your department. What do you think?” 
 “I believe Sand,” Rax said. “His story fits with certain irregularities I’ve noticed throughout the years.” 
 “Like what?” Jenna asked. 
 “Reciting them would make for a long and tedious list,” Rax said. “I do not think we have time for that. We must stick to the issue.” 
 “I agree,” I said. “And I believe Sand about the portal. His story holds together. It also supplies a reason why the Polarions disappeared and never showed their mugs again. It makes sense why the Galactic Guard keeps Earth quarantined. And it makes sense in another way.” 
 “How?” Jenna demanded. 
 “Before my gene therapy, I was always getting injured in the gym. And it was almost always for the same reason. Once I started growing, bigger arms, bigger chest, I lifted even harder so I’d grow bigger faster. I almost always went too hard, too fast and injured myself. Only after some time off and coming back did I take it easier.” 
 “And that relates to Polarions?” Jenna asked. “I don’t see it.” 
 “They were super-geniuses, right? They figured they could do anything, try anything without harm. What does that likely mean? Well, to me it means they lifted too heavy, too fast. They pushed and wouldn’t stop pushing until they came up against something too tough for them. Only in this case, they couldn’t back off and rest. They were trapped in another dimension with…things that changed them. They went too far and had no way home. Well, the half-mad Polarion made it back and tried to save the rest of us from the Polarions’ folly and arrogance.” 
 “I don’t know, Logan,” Jenna said. “That’s pretty thin reasoning.” 
 I shrugged. I was getting tired of her attitude. 
 “If all this is the case, Sand’s truthfulness in particular,” Rax said, “what do we do next? How do you propose we stop Beran?” 
 “Let’s not sugarcoat this,” I told them. “We’re not just stopping Beran, we’re going to kill him, his Tosks and his confederates, and we’re going to bury all the secrets they found after we’re finished.” 
 “I understand the mission statement,” Rax said. “How will we achieve this against superior forces?” 
 “We’re weaker, you’re right. That means we need a force multiplier. I suggest we try to hit Beran from ambush.” 
 Rax and Jenna waited. 
 I slapped a console as it came to me. “I have it,” I said. “I know where to go. I know where Beran has to go.” 
 “Antarctica?” Rax asked. 
 “Right,” I said. “And it would be better if we could get there before he does and do it without anyone else noticing.” 
 “If we fly there, we risk detection from Earth authorities,” Jenna said. 
 “Not if we’re spaceborne,” I said. 
 “Beran will surely spot the Guard ship if we try an orbital path,” Rax said. 
 “Okay,” I said. “I guess that just leaves the underwater route.” 
 “And that will take some time to reach Antarctica from here,” Jenna said. 
 “Rax,” I said, “we’re going to have make another cross-world transfer.” 
 “That might show up on Beran’s sensors,” the crystal said. 
 “We’re talking about several days if we cruise underwater all the way there,” I said. “I think that’s too long.” 
 “Didn’t Sand say that Beran was gathering reinforcements?” Rax asked. “You told me Sand said his confederates were near Saturn. To reach Earth from Saturn—” 
 “They teleport, remember?” I said. “They use a linked system.” 
 “Yes, yes, I remember,” Rax said. “You are right, then. We must use a phase transfer. That will drain the batteries, and I think it will be harder to recharge near Antarctica.” 
 “Time is critical,” I said. “Sand must have said it ten times while I was there. The sooner we reach the South Pole continent, the sooner we can set up our ambush site.” 
 “Antarctica is a large place,” Jenna said. “Just where on the continent are we going to go?” 
 “Good question,” I said. “I guess we’re going to have to find the Polarion Portal.” 
 The other two remained silent. Like me, they surely realized that was going to be a difficult task. If it had truly been built over six thousand years ago, the portal had remained hidden for a very long time. 
 “How long until we’re ready to transfer?” I asked Rax. 
 “Any time,” the crystal said. 
 I clapped my hands together. “Does anyone have anything else to add?” 
 No one did. 
 “Okay,” I said. “Then let’s check the ship, make sure everything is ready, and we’ll transfer to the ice continent.” 
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 Time might have been of the essence, but after two days of fruitless searching, we were still no closer to finding any evidence of an ancient Polarion Portal. Mainly, we cruised off the coast of Antarctica, searching for anomalies of any kind. During the times of greatest darkness, we emerged from the water and flew inland, continuing to search. Our luck proved just as dismal then. 
 On the third day, we cruised toward the tip of South America, heading toward the nearest coastal city. Once within range, we began draining energy off the power grid until the batteries were once more fully charged. 
 We immediately headed back for the ice-covered continent. 
 “I suspect it is taking the Antaran longer to construct a chronowarp than Sand had anticipated,” Rax said. 
 “I don’t get it,” I said from the piloting chair. “If Beran is such a genius, why has he been spending all his time trying to find the old chronowarp? I mean, why not fashion a chronowarp to begin with? If he’d done that, he’d be much further along with his plans than he is now.” 
 “Have you ever made a misjudgment?” Rax asked. 
 “Plenty of times,” I said. 
 “When you made your misjudgment, have you immediately stopped heading the wrong way and started doing the smart thing?” 
 “Not hardly,” I replied. 
 “Often, geniuses are no different in that regard.” Rax seemed to ponder in silence. “There is another possibility. Fashioning a chronowarp could be dangerous. Perhaps only now has Beran realized that he’ll never find the old one.” 
 “Sure, sure,” I said. “That makes sense. Do you think he’s found the portal on our side of the rift?” 
 “I believe so.” 
 “Well, Beran is doing a bang-up job hiding it from us.” 
 “We must risk traveling farther inland,” Rax said. “I must tighten the parameters of my sensor search. If Beran is cloaking the site…” 
 “Don’t look for tech answers from me,” I said, figuring that his silence meant that he didn’t know what to do next. 
 “I won’t,” Rax said. 
 Fortunately for us, during this time of year, Antarctican daylight was of incredibly short duration. Rax finished his recalibrating, and we rose from the sea, flying higher than we had for quite some time and flying inland. 
 Then it got boring. We flew for hours upon hours as Rax searched for something, anything to indicate an ancient Polarion Portal. 
 “Sand should have told us where exactly this portal was supposed to be,” I said. 
 Jenna was in the chamber. She sat at a station, helping Rax search the ice passing below us. 
 I sipped a bottled water as I sat in my pilot’s chair. Outside the port window, stars glittered overhead. It was cold outside, forty degrees below zero. I’d grown up in California, and had had little experience with such frigid weather. Fortunately, the Guard ship stayed nice and cozy inside. 
 I got up, went to the port window and looked down at the bleak snow-scape. It was beautiful after a fashion, but it was a white desert. It was hard to imagine that Antarctica had once been just like the other continents with high mountains, rolling green hills and blue lakes. 
 I noticed a bright wink in the distance, almost as if a particle of sunlight shined intensely in one location for one brief second. The centralized brightness caused my head to sway back in surprise. The intense but localized brightness occurred again, once more for a slightly longer duration…and stopped. 
 I waited for the phenomenon to appear again. It did not. I finally shook myself and turned to the others. 
 “Did either of you two just see that?” I asked. 
 “See what?” asked Rax. 
 I told him. 
 “This is interesting,” Rax said. “Jenna was monitoring a sensor board while I used the ship’s sensors. We both focused on local fauna. The event must have occurred farther afield, considerably farther, I should think. Where exactly did this happen?” 
 I give him the best directions and estimate I could. 
 “Given the brightness and that our boards picked up nothing concerning it…” Rax said. “I believe the phenomenon occurred—oh, this is interesting. According to my calculations, this must have happened very near the South Pole.” 
 “Do you have any idea what that…wink was?” I asked. 
 “There are several possibilities, none of them more agreeable than the others,” Rax said. “I suggest we head in that direction and scan at a wider range. It is possible the phenomenon will occur again and I will get a bead on it” 
 “If we do that,” Jenna said, “we’ll break out of our search-pattern grid. We’ve been strict about that so far. If we’re going to veer—” 
 “We are searching for anomalies,” Rax countered abruptly. “Logan has clearly seen one. Thus, logic dictates we head there immediately.” 
 Jenna considered that and finally nodded. 
 I climbed back into the piloting chair and turned the Guard ship. We headed deeper inland, flying toward the South Pole while trying to figure out what had caused the bright wink effect. 
 We flew for quite some time without anything interesting showing on the sensors. The phenomenon did not reappear. I finally increased speed, did it again and yet a third time. 
 “We’re straining the sensors and we’ve covered a lot of territory,” Jenna said. “Have either of you heard of ice blink? Maybe that’s what Logan saw. Maybe it was a mirage of some sort.” 
 “It was real,” I said. 
 We kept flying. My gut had been tightening. What had I seen? Maybe this was a wild goose chase. I kept wondering if I should tell them Jenna was right. Stubbornly, I shook my head. 
 “I don’t know,” Jenna said. 
 I sighed, opened my mouth to speak— 
 “Check your screen, Jenna,” Rax said. “We may have just found something.” 
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 Rax had picked up a trace of a strange radiation. What made it weird was that the radiation signature did not last long. That didn’t seem to make sense. 
 “Could it have come from a mobile machine?” I asked. 
 “I do not think so,” Rax said. “The radiation trace seemed to be in snow—ice, to be more specific. I did not scan the presence of any nearby metals.” 
 “All sensor traces have vanished,” Jenna said, studying her board. 
 “Fortunately, I have the location,” Rax said. “It is another two hundred and thirty-seven kilometers away in our present direction of travel. The locale is less than three hundred kilometers from the South Pole.” 
 “You know…” I said a few minutes later. “I’m thinking we should come in low. If Beran or his people caused the effect, it means they’re already there. We need to catch them by surprise, remember?” 
 “There is a negative to the suggestion,” Rax said. “If we fly lower, we cannot scan as much territory.” 
 Despite that, I took us ground-skimming low so the dark snow-scape flashed underneath the ship. I rechecked the laser banks. They were fully charged. I rechecked my targeting sensors. They were good. I was ready for teleporting floaters, Beran, and Tosk tripod cannons if they had any. 
 In time, Rax said, “We’re coming up on the location.” 
 I slowed down, checking my targeting sensors. I couldn’t see anything but the bleak icescape. It was fifty below out there with buffeting winds. Swirls of snow flew every which way. The craft shook from time to time. 
 “What are you seeing?” I asked Jenna. 
 “It’s barren,” she said. “There aren’t even any polar bears out there.” 
 I laughed. “This is Antarctica. Polar bears only live in the Arctic. Just to let you know,” I added. “There aren’t any penguins in the Arctic. They’re just in Antarctica and then almost always along the coast.” 
 Jenna hunched over her screen. “Logan—” 
 At that instant, a green beam flashed up from the ground. It speared over three kilometers, striking the ship. 
 “Hang on,” I shouted, veering sharply. 
 The green beam tried to follow us, but failed to move as sharply. The beam flashed past us. One of my instrument panels blinked on and off. According to it, the beam had almost punched through the underbelly armor while it had been targeted on us. Just what kind of beam did the enemy use? It must have been stronger than anything I’d faced in the past. 
 “Was that a handheld beam carbine?” I asked. 
 “No,” Rax said. “It came from a turret cannon, from a vehicle you have named a floater.” 
 A second beam flashed from a different location. It struck the armored underbelly. I was ready for it this time. I veered again, going up as I did so. 
 “I have a lock on target,” Rax said. 
 I saw it on my readout. A floater, just like Rax said, was a little less than three kilometers from the Guard ship. I didn’t bother firing my lasers because that would leave me as a target for the green beams. I wanted pointblank range so I could take out the floater with one or two quick shots. 
 For the next few minutes, I juked this way and that. I went up and down, sideways, expelled chaff, deployed two decoy emitters and took three hits. One green beam stayed on target too long— 
 “Rupture,” Rax announced. 
 I lost a little power and we dipped. I smelled electrical burning and saw smoke trickle through what should have been a sealed hatch. 
 “Son of a gun,” I shouted. 
 Now the floaters were at pointblank range. There were two of them with two turrets each. I didn’t spot any extra Tosks on the ground—on the ice, I mean. 
 I took the Guard ship as low as I dared. It was hardly five meters off the deck of Antarctica. I had to veer over icy hills— 
 I pulled the triggers. Red lasers stabbed from my twin cannons. There was one on each wing. The lasers drilled a floater, burning into armor, burning— 
 The floater disappeared. It must have teleported out of danger. That was a clever move. Had a Tosk pilot done that of his own volition? 
 “Behind us,” Rax said. 
 I went left, roared up, juked right and did a complex maneuver that pulled hard Gs against us. I felt my concentration slipping as we kept turning at speed. 
 A second floater drilled the Guard ship from a different location. 
 I cursed profusely, took us down hard, broke off my turn and zeroed in on the second, beaming floater. 
 The green beams drilled us directly. I poured laser fire into it. It was a game of head-on chicken. Then, I saw the bulkhead before me melt as if made out of candle wax. It was more than a little disturbing. 
 “Rax!” I shouted, but I did not veer away. Two enemy turrets poured the green beams at us. 
 One speared through, slashing past me as I sat in the piloting chair. I could feel the heat and I wondered if radiation was soaking into me from the beam. 
 If the beam lasted too long— 
 The enemy floater exploded. They must have tried to teleport at the very last second because some parts of the craft seemed to simply disappear. The rest twisted as a fireball shot up into the darkness. We flashed through that mass. I could feel the heat through the hull rupture. 
 Then, we were past the burning floater, or what remained of it. In seconds, it became unbelievably frigid in our chamber as icy cold blew in through the rupture. 
 “Jenna,” I shouted in order to be heard over the howling noise. “We need parkas on the double.” 
 “I’m on it,” she said, unbuckling. 
 As I turned the Guard ship, beginning a second game of maneuvers with the remaining floater, Jenna staggered out of the chamber.  
 Foul smelling smoke poured in when the hatch opened. The icy breeze coming in through the hull breach did just enough to keep the smoke from choking me so that I could still function. 
 I don’t know what happened in the next few minutes. I flew by instinct. I did crazy stunts, bypassing most of the green beam shots. 
 Then a parka landed on my lap. Jenna was already wearing one as she buckled back in at her station. She had cuts on her face and blood running from her nose. She must have taken more than one fall because of my piloting antics. 
 “Logan,” Rax said. “We are taking more direct hits. We cannot win this exchange.” 
 “Don’t you think I know that?” I shouted. 
 “What are you doing then?” 
 “Killing the enemy,” I said. 
 For a moment, Rax said nothing. The Guard ship roared over a huge hole in the ice. Rax and I must have seen it at the same time. 
 “What was that?” Rax asked. 
 Another green beam punched through the ship, taking my left laser cannon. That also disrupted the aerodynamics of the vessel. We began to wobble as everything shook around me, including my piloting chair.  
 How can I explain my next move? I guess I saw red. I guess I figured I was going to die anyway. I know I’ve spoken before about the Japanese during WWII. They did one thing I could dearly appreciate. When a Japanese pilot knew his plane had taken too much damage, he used the airplane itself like a guided missile. 
 I aimed the Guard ship at the floater, pouring laser fire from my last cannon. They beamed us. I beamed them.” 
 “Turn, turn,” Rax said. “You are going to ram them.” 
 Normality returned to me in the last moment. “Rax!” I shouted. “You have to teleport us outside. Bring the knife, too.” 
 “Logan—” 
 “There’s no more time, Rax.” 
 I was dead on right, as the Guard ship crashed against the Antaran floater. 
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 I materialized lying face down on a thin layer of snow over ice. I started shivering right away. Explosions in the distance caused me to look around. A fire burned maybe five klicks away. No doubt, I saw the result of the Guard ship crashing against the floater. 
 I stood up, wiped off snow and shrugged on the parka that had been under me. Even after I zipped it up and threw the fur-lined hood over my head, I continued to shiver uncontrollably. 
 I remembered that it was fifty below out here, worse if one added the wind-chill factor. The icy wind howled like a banshee, forcing me to lean against it just to stand upright. 
 I sensed one other item in the starry darkness. It was the knife, the otherworldly weapon. I stared at it for a second and reluctantly picked it up. With a sense of fatalism and foreboding, I hiked up the parka and buckled the knife belt around my waist. 
 I was still shivering afterward, but I knew it wouldn’t last that long. All I had to do was kill Lord Beran and my part in this little game would be over. 
 I saw a light shining nearby and a person turning in circles. 
 “Jenna!” I shouted. 
 The light didn’t shine my way. I doubt she could hear me over the banshee howl. Before I left my location, I looked around, spotted Rax and picked him up. 
 It was too loud for me to hear him, so I put an implant in my ear so we could communicate. 
 “I thought you were going to leave me,” Rax said. 
 “Not a chance,” I said. 
 I didn’t have a flashlight, and Jenna’s was no longer pointed at me. I could see a flicker of light over there, so I stumbled across the icy wasteland, knowing I had to get to her soon. I wasn’t sure how long either of us could last in this freezing weather. 
 A few moments later, I grabbed her parka. “Jenna!” I shouted. 
 She whirled around, shining the light in my face. Then she lurched to me, putting her arms around my torso and hugging fiercely. 
 I patted her on the back. It was awkward. That wasn’t because of Jenna, but because our parkas and the wind made us like two clumsy fat people. 
 She released me and punched me in the stomach. 
 “Hey,” I said, caught off guard. 
 She leaned near and shouted, “What kind of idiot are you? How are we going to survive this?” 
 “At least we’re still alive,” I shouted back. “The floaters were winning. They had the better beam cannons, and there were two of them and only one of us.” 
 “We’re stranded at the South Pole,” she shouted. “How much more screwed can we be?” 
 “I know what you mean. Let’s check out the hole in the ice and find out.” 
 She stared at me in the Antarctic cold, and finally wrapped my left arm with the two of hers. We stumbled like that in search of the giant hole Rax and I had seen earlier. 
 “Logan, look out,” Rax warned several minutes later. 
 I stopped, and I yanked Jenna back. The wind and icy particles had been blowing in my face. I needed goggles for this weather. I swayed in the darkness and finally knelt, dragging Jenna down beside me. 
 She put her face against me so the fur of our hoods touched. “What are you doing?” 
 “Feel out with your hand,” I shouted. 
 She reached out, leaned more and almost fell into the edge of the giant hole. Fortunately, I yanked her back in time. 
 She put her face against mine again. “That’s the hole,” she shouted. 
 “Yup,” I shouted back. 
 “So now what do we do?”  
 I pulled off a glove, thought about what I was going to do, and lay down on the ice. I stretched out my hand. Just like I suspected, I felt warmth billowing up from the hole. 
 I sat back as I put on my glove. Maybe I could climb down, but I didn’t think Jenna could. We could jump, but that would probably end in our splattering deaths. 
 I pulled her close and shouted, “We’re going to circle the hole. Maybe whoever made this thing has a machine to take us down.” 
 In the star-lit darkness, she searched my eyes. “I have to tell you, Logan. I’m not going to last long in this weather. I’m freezing.” 
 “We’ll make it,” I shouted. 
 Jenna had started to seriously shiver. I knew I could last a while out here due to my gene therapy, but I had a responsibility to Jenna for putting her in this mess. 
 “Get on the other side of me,” I said. “I don’t want you collapsing and tumbling into the hole on accident.” 
 She did what I said, and we set off. I began by crawling, but realized that would freeze us quicker. Besides, it would take too long to circle the hole this way. 
 I stood, dragged Jenna upright, let her lean against me, and started circling the crazy hole. Earlier, had I seen Beran or some other alien burn the giant hole in the ice in a matter of seconds? Or had I seen some sort of giant teleportation? The truth was that I didn’t know what I’d seen. It had led us here, though, so either of those possibilities could be true. 
 What do you want to hear? The wind howled. Icy particles pelted us and the cold leeched our strength. I had become ravenously hungry. This was the South Pole. I was at the bottom of the world. Part of me wished I could have had an American flag to plant in the ice. On second thought, I’d plant the old “Don’t Tread on Me,” snake flag. 
 I know a certain section of society doesn’t like that flag anymore. But I didn’t know of a better flag to express how I felt as an old-style Davy Crocket American and as a pissed off Earthling regarding these extraterrestrial invaders. I was going to beat them. I just had to figure out how to stay alive long enough. 
 Jenna clutched my arm more tightly. “Did you hear that?” she shouted. 
 “No. What is it?” 
 “Listen,” she said. 
 I did, but I couldn’t hear anything besides the howling wind. 
 “Logan,” Rax warned. “There are creatures approaching.” 
 “Why didn’t you tell me about them sooner?” I asked Rax. 
 “Something…” but Rax didn’t finish his thought. 
 At that moment, five big Tosk appeared out of the icy particles as if coming from behind a curtain. They wore their harnesses but little else. Their wolf-like ears were pinned back against their scalps, and each of them aimed a beam carbine at me. 
 “Hands up,” the leader said. 
 I put my gloved hands in the air. 
 “Come,” he said, motioning with his carbine. 
 “Stay behind me,” I told Jenna. Then I faced the Tosks and started to crunch across the snow in the direction he’d shown. 
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 It didn’t come as a surprise when the Tosks herded us aboard a floater. Getting out of the blistering cold and coming into this warmth was its own reward. 
 The leader patted me down, found the knife easily enough and went to take it. 
 I didn’t see what I could do about it. The other Tosks watched, two of them keeping their beam carbines aimed at me. 
 There didn’t appear to be any other people aboard the floater, just the five Tosks, Jenna and me. Was Beran finally running low of his slave creatures? I had a feeling that the answer was yes. 
 The Tosk chieftain reached for the knife, as I’ve said, and he hesitated. A Tosk hand, incidentally, was narrower than a regular human hand. It had longer fingers and doglike claws instead of fingernails. The chieftain’s hand trembled, fingers curled up against the narrow palm, and pulled back. The Tosk peered at me and cocked his head. 
 “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 He uncurled his index finger and pointed at the knife hanging from my waist. “It is…different,” he said. 
 “It’s just a knife,” I said. 
 He shook his head slowly and licked his chops nervously. “I do not like it,” he informed me. 
 “Want me to draw it so you can inspect it better?” 
 He studied me. I don’t think the giant canine trusted me, as this fellow obviously had good senses. 
 He seemed to come to a conclusion and reached for the knife again. Once more, he balked, hesitating. This time, he took a step back, another and finally raised his beam carbine at me. 
 “Unlatch,” he said. “Put on deck.” 
 I shrugged and began to unbuckle the belt. Once ready, I lifted the belt and metallic sheath and stepped toward him as if to give him the otherworldly weapon. 
 He stumbled away from me while shaking his head. “No, no, keep away.” 
 I moved the sheathed knife upside down, and it did what I wanted it to do. The knife slid from the metallic scabbard and clunked to the floor. 
 The knife just lay there, the otherworldly blade shimmering in an odd way. I swear I could hear a whiny sound, a screeching even. It set my teeth on edge. 
 It did worse to the Tosks. They whimpered, dropped their carbines and clamped their furry hands over their ears. Some of them began to howl like hounds. Those lifted their snouts in the air and howled louder, beginning to quiver. 
 I glanced at Jenna. She stared at the knife in dread, having gone paler than I’ve ever seen a person. She trembled and hugged herself, beginning to moan. 
 I frowned. The knife clearly affected them much worse than it did me. I did not care for the implications. Was I no longer truly human? I couldn’t accept that. 
 In any case, I picked up the knife and debated the correct course. I was thinking about raising the knife and making them all surrender. I would be their god-king, as it were. 
 All that changed as I gripped the weapon. This was the first time I’d done so while the blade was free from the scabbard. Instead of lifting the knife on high like a totem, I held it close to me, ready to strike. That wasn’t all; an oily feeling swept over me. I shivered at that. It was a sick sensation. I detested it. The knife seemed heavy in my hand. I swear it quivered on its own accord and the pitch, the whine from earlier, rose. It almost felt as if the knife whispered creepy, devilish words to me. 
 I felt bloodlust wash over me. One moment I considered how to capture the Tosks, the next I advanced upon the chieftain. I was hardly even aware of doing it. The whine in my ears, in my soul, maybe, intensified. 
 Before I knew what I was doing, I’d stabbed the chieftain in the heart. The results stunned me. The blade went into his chest with considerable ease. Smoke billowed from it. The Tosk howled like a demented madman, and he began to shrivel. It was an awful phenomenon. It seemed as if he were collapsing in upon himself the longer the blade was in him. 
 I yanked. The knife didn’t come out as easily as it had entered. It almost seemed as if the blade was hooked to his flesh. The blade fought me as if it didn’t want to leave the Tosk until it had consumed him.  
 “No!” I shouted, pulling hard, stumbling as the knife came out suddenly. 
 What remained of the Tosk, like a withered mummy creature, simply collapsed in a boneless heap. 
 The horror of the effect should have stopped me. Instead, an obscene strength flooded into me. I felt soiled and invigorated at the same time. I realized that the life force of the Tosk was powering me. 
 I laughed. I hardly recognized the sound as my own. Feeling powerful, I turned on the next Tosk. The creature seemed to know what was going to happen to him. He tried to pick up his dropped carbine. Maybe he was too afraid. Maybe something else was at work. All I know was that I butchered him, gaining power and feeling hideous at the same instant. 
 I slaughtered all five of the Tosks in the floater as though they were sheep. It was not a fight. The more I slew, the more giant-like I felt. 
 Finally, as the last Tosk collapsed onto the deck, I turned toward Jenna. She seemed like a small pale thing that deserved to die. 
 She opened her mouth and shouted. It sounded like she spoke a man’s name. As I stepped toward her with the knife—why didn’t I see any blood on the blade?—surely the knife didn’t drink it. In any case, as I stepped toward Jenna, to kill the poor fool, I realized that she was shouting my name. 
 Why would the sacrifice I was about to butcher do that? Why— 
 I halted, feeling as if my chest would burst because my heart pounded so hard. I could not kill Jenna. She was a friend. 
 It felt then as if the knife crooned promises of what we could do on this weak Earth. I could rule as a god if I desired. This was my hour. This was the— 
 “No!” I shouted, horrified at what I was thinking. With all my might, with every ounce of desire to be my own man and not some thing’s slave, I pried my fingers from the handle. For just a second, it seemed as if the handle was glued to my palm and refused to leave. That had to be a hallucination. That was unnatural. 
 With a tearing-cloth sound, the knife dropped from my open palm and clunked onto the floor as if it weighed three hundred pounds. 
 I staggered back from it, blinking in shock. Some of my sanity returned. It didn’t help that at this point, the Tosk corpses burst into flames. What was worse, Jenna’s eyes rolled up inside her head and she collapsed onto the floor in a deathlike heap. 
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 The next few minutes I acted on autopilot. I’d been in the floaters enough that I’d seen the Tosks and Beran operate them. I knew the basic things. 
 I opened the hatch so the Antarctic wind howled inside the vessel. It blew at the fires of the burning Tosks, which served to harden my resolve. 
 Grabbing two beam carbines, I shoved the burning Tosk masses out of the hatch to tumble down the ramp. It was hot, sweaty labor. It allowed me to see the work of my hand when it had joined with the dreadful knife. I ended up singeing my hands and parka so they stank, but finally, I closed the hatch. I almost sank down in exhaustion. 
 Instead, I went to Jenna. She was breathing shallowly and was still pale and twitchy. She was unconscious, but she was making little mewling sounds. 
 I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 “Rax,” I asked. 
 I heard garbled words from the crystal, gibberish. Okay. It seemed that Rax was out for a while. Whatever that blade did when exposed to the air affected him as well as the rest of us. 
 “Jenna,” I whispered. 
 She mewled and shivered more, but she didn’t come out of it. I shook her. That did nothing. I shook harder. She whimpered and cringed, but still did not come to. 
 I stood up, backing away from her. 
 This was worse than I’d expected. Well, the truth was that I hadn’t really expected much when drawing the blade. I guess I hadn’t really considered Sand’s words. I quickly slid the sheath to where the knife lay on the floor and slid it over the blade, using a booted toe to guide the knife home. 
 This was a devil knife, a demon blade. I don’t mean it had come from Hell or been forged by demons, not in a Biblical sense, but by creatures that we humans would have probably thought of as demons. They were extraterrestrials— 
 I never wanted to draw it again. In fact, for a second, I debated taking the floater to Utah and trying to get back into Sand’s underworld. I’d return the devilish blade to him. 
 I sighed, nixing the idea. I had the knife. I’d lost my Guard ship, and I was near the terrible Polarion Portal. If I’d needed any spur or proof for believing Sand’s allegations about the danger of the former Polarions coming through, this knife was it. 
 “Logan, old buddy,” I told myself. “It’s time to earn your keep.” 
 I buckled on the damned belt, keeping the knife with me. Sand had warned me that prolonged exposure would destroy people. I believed him. 
 First, I checked the floater, including looking into both turret compartments and out through their windows. The ice-particle storm still raged. The stars still shimmered above it. I felt like a lost soul in a lost land. I guess I might have been both. 
 The floater was empty except for Jenna, Rax and me. 
 Finally, I went to the piloting station and began to do what I’d seen the Tosk pilots do plenty of times. The controls proved pathetically easy to use. I manipulated them, causing the floater to vibrate and lift off the snowy surface. 
 “Can you do this?” I asked myself quietly. “I guess we’re going to find out, son.” 
 I studied the piloting screen and took the floater over the giant hole. I probably should have tested it a different way, but I was in a hurry. 
 The thing dropped like a rock, heading for the bottom who knew how far away. 
 The rock-like fall lifted me off the floor in a speeding-elevator fashion. Only my reflexes saved me, as I grabbed a stanchion to keep from floating too far from the controls. 
 “Logan,” Rax said in a sluggish voice. “We are in danger.” 
 I could see that. By arm strength alone, I forced my feet onto the floor and manipulated the controls. Power roared into the hover element. 
 A lurch against my feet told me I’d stopped the rock-like descent. Jenna thudded onto the floor from where she’d been floating. I hoped she hadn’t broken anything. The knock stopped her moaning and I thought I heard her smack her lips together. Maybe she was waking up. 
 “That is better,” Rax informed me. 
 I studied the piloting screen, made a smoother controlled drop and— 
 The piloting screen wavered. Abruptly, Beran’s long face appeared on the screen, smirking at me. 
 “Logan, Logan, Logan,” the Antaran said. “This is a surprise.” 
 “Ain’t it just,” I said. “How’s it hanging?” 
 Beran exposed his teeth. That meant he was in high good humor. “I have no idea how you dispatched my Tosks, but I shall not underestimate you again.” 
 “I’m here to help you, Lord.” 
 “Of course you are,” he said. “And so is this.” 
 “What?” I asked. 
 The floater shuddered, shuddered again. 
 “Logan,” Rax said. “We are under attack. A beam is about to smash through the bottom of the floater.” 
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 Jenna, still unconscious, slid across the floor as I maneuvered the floater. We smashed against an icy side of the shaft, causing the craft to shake. I juked the other way, smashing against the ice again on the other side. Rax gave rapid-fire instructions, telling me when the green beam was striking our bottom and when it wasn’t. 
 “You should go up,” Rax said at one point. 
 I gritted my teeth in determination, applying everything I’d learned while piloting the Guard ship. There was no way I was heading up. The two-minute warning had gone off, as it were. The game was almost over. Either I stopped Beran now, or he would likely open the portal. There was no second try. He was winning and the clock was ticking against humanity. 
 “How much farther?” I shouted. 
 “The distance is unknown,” Rax said. 
 “Give me an estimate.” 
 “More,” Rax said. 
 The beam struck again as sweat dripped from my face. I felt ill. I wondered if that was the knife’s doing. I’m not sure why it came to me then, but I had the feeling that, if I actually held the knife, then whatever it radiated at the others wouldn’t hurt me. I had a moment’s belief that the knife was intelligent in some alien fashion. I wondered if it was radiating willpower against me even now in order to beat down my resolve to not hold it. 
 That had to be crazy thinking. I must have been more exhausted than I’d realized to even consider such a thing. 
 “Beran,” I shouted at the screen. “Can you hear me?” 
 “Not for much longer, Logan,” the Antaran said. “You are doing an artful job dodging the beam, but soon that will no longer matter. I would like to tell you that you were a worthy adversary, but I would be lying.” 
 “Beran—Lord Beran—you have to listen to me,” I said. 
 “You have no hold over me that I must do anything you say.” 
 “Okay…” I said, moving the floater sideways, causing another crashing sound from outside, shaking the craft so I almost lost my footing. “You don’t have to, you’re right. But I found something about the Polarions that might interest you.” 
 “Yes?” he asked. 
 “They’ve mutated, and they’ve gone insane on the other side of the dimensional rift, turning into devilish monsters that will kill everything over here.” 
 “You could not possibly have discovered such a thing.” 
 “I spoke to Sand.” 
 “That makes no sense,” Beran said. “Are you drugged or simply delusional?” 
 “Sand is the name of a construct like a robot. He knows about the conditions on the other side of the reality rift.” 
 “Logan,” Rax warned, “the beam is burning through.” 
 I swore under my breath as I concentrated on the controls. This time the outer blow to the floater knocked me off my feet. I sprang back up, manipulated the controls and dodged another beaming. 
 “The mutated things over there could easily defeat all the former Polarions united,” I said. “You’re no match for them, Beran. You’re going to get us all killed by opening a portal to a grimly alien dimension.” 
 “I seriously doubt that,” he said. 
 “Lord Beran,” I said, knowing I had to go for broke, “I know what I’m talking about. How do you think I slew your Tosks? They’d captured me. But the alien weapon I possess destroyed the Tosk’s ability to resist. Don’t you think you should at least inspect the alien weapon before you throw away your life by opening the portal?” 
 Beran stared at me from the screen. As he did, I put all the sincerity I could muster onto my face. 
 “No,” he said. 
 Desperation caused me to draw the knife and wave it at him on the screen. “Look at this, you fool! Does this seem normal?” 
 The Antaran studied the blade. 
 “The beam cannon has ceased firing at the floater,” Rax informed me. 
 “That does indeed look like a Polarion artifact,” Beran said slowly. “I would like to inspect it. Where did you find it, Logan?” 
 “I stole it from Sand.” 
 “Who is this Sand again?” 
 “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Sand is another Polarion artifact. His creator fashioned the underworld. Sand told me about the portal. The machine—the Great Machine—was designed to block the portal. Sand and the Great Machine block the way from the alien dimension to Earth, in order to avert galactic disaster.” 
 “You will land soon, Logan. I have a Tosk escort waiting. They will bring you to me. If what you say is true…I will waive your death sentence and allow you and your woman to live.” 
 I nodded because I didn’t trust myself to speak. I didn’t trust myself to make any plans lest I give them away in some fashion. Besides, for all I knew, this was a trick. 
 Then I couldn’t help myself, and said, “I have a question.” 
 Beran looked down his narrow nose at me. “Ask it,” he said. 
 “How did you make this huge…shaft?” 
 “A space beam formed it less than an hour ago,” Beran said. 
 “The wink,” I told Rax. 
 “I had already surmised as much,” the crystal told me. “We are fast approaching the bottom, Logan. I suggest you slow down for landing.” 
 “Do you sense Tosks?” I asked. 
 “There are several heavy beam cannons set up, aimed at the floater,” Rax said. “Any misstep will surely result in our destruction.” 
 “Bring the Rax System crystal with you,” Beran said over the screen. 
 “Yes, Lord,” I said. 
 At that point, Beran cut the comm connection. The regular outer cameras flickered on. I’d thought to see bluish ice around us, but we must have passed the ice some time ago. I saw rock. The space beam must have drilled through it. Maybe that’s why I’d seen multiple winks. Each drilling beam had been for a different type of target: ice, dirt and finally rock. 
 Manipulating the controls, I slowed our descent. The floater engine wailed, and electrical-smelling smoke drifted through the chamber. The repeated strikes against the ice walls must have been too much for the machine. 
 “Just a little longer,” I coaxed the vessel. 
 Then I saw the bottom on the screen. I saw the waiting Tosks and three tripod-mounted cannons aimed at us.  
 As we floated down the last few meters, I saw other floaters to the sides and the beginnings of several long underground tunnels. 
 “Now what happens?” Rax said. “Do we surrender to the Tosks?” 
 The floater settled on bottom rock. We’d made it. I glanced at Jenna. She was still unconscious. Good. I didn’t want her in the way, and I didn’t want her to die in case I failed. 
 “Logan?” Rax asked. “Do you have a plan?” 
 I headed for the hatch as I heard the ramp thud into place outside. 
 “I do, Guard Advisor,” I told Rax, as I showed him the otherworldly blade. 
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 With the knife held before me, I walked down the ramp. I’d intended to walk meekly, as if offering the knife to the Tosks. Instead, as I descended the ramp, my chest and the tilt of my chin rose. I felt like a conqueror before his prey. 
 The Tosks had started by raising their beam carbines. The weapons had tracked me at first. The farther I walked down the ramp, the less certain the giant werewolf-like creatures seemed. Finally, all the carbines pointed at the rocky floor. 
 The floor was smooth, with headlights from the nearby floaters providing the bright illumination. 
 “I am the One,” I said in a voice I hardly recognized. “You are the Many. Now, before I slay the lot of you, set down your weapons and lay on your stomachs.” 
 It was a silly speech. I could hardly believe I’d uttered it. Yet, to my astonishment, the beastly aliens set down their beam carbines and one by one got down on their bellies. As I began to walk among them, they covered their heads and each began to tremble. 
 I would have expected Rax to comment on their strange behavior, but the crystal had fallen silent again. 
 A small part of me realized this was yet another manifestation of the knife. I wondered then if Sand had realized the full power of the blade. I was beginning to doubt it. This was much more than a knife. I had a distinct feeling that the weapon was in actuality an entity, a power that could take over its host. 
 In our dimension, warriors picked up and used swords. I was beginning to believe that in the other dimension, swords caused warriors to pick them up and then obey the swords’ directions. It was bass-ackwards, as some folks say. 
 Yet, if that was the case, the aliens from the other side had already made their invasion in the form of the knife. In some manner, Sand had kept it contained all these centuries. If I were right about this, why would the knife want to stop Beran from opening the portal? 
 At that point, I could hear silent laugher. I know that’s paradoxical, but there it was. I heard the laughter. It was mocking and arrogant—and it vanished almost as soon as I recognized it. 
 As I walked amidst the prone Tosks, I stopped, scanning them. I seemed to view them with new eyes, with new senses. 
 “You,” I said in a strange voice. I pointed the knife at the biggest Tosk. 
 He began to tremble more than the others. 
 “You are the leader,” I said. 
 The giant creature cringed. 
 “Stand,” I ordered. 
 With reluctance, the Tosk stood, keeping its wolfish head bowed in fear and submission to me. 
 “Pick up your weapon,” I said. 
 The creature seemed to fight the command. Finally, though, as if overcome by the knife’s will, the Tosk took up the carbine. 
 “Order the others to do likewise,” I said. 
 The chieftain delayed for too long. Before I could stop myself—or stop the command of the knife to my body—I stepped up to the chieftain and drove the knife into the creature’s chest. 
 It howled in despair as it shrank before me. Finally, a husk of itself, a skin-bag of bones and fur, it collapsed onto the floor. 
 I felt power flood into me. I also felt my will recede as the knife began to exert greater control over me. 
 “I am the One,” I said in a vibrating, commanding voice. “You are the Many. You will serve me, or I will feed off each of you as I’ve fed off your chieftain.” 
 The Tosks quailed in misery. 
 “Stand,” I said. 
 It seemed as if they tried, but they could not. 
 Something in me became enraged. I began to slaughter the fools, as they were unable to rise and defend themselves. I drank the essence of their spirits as I wielded the terrible knife from the other side of reality. The power or entity of the blade grew in me. I felt like a giant among pygmies.  
 I could have used the Tosks in slaying Beran, but they had resisted my will. They had resisted due to their love for Beran. 
 As I rose from the last husk of a Tosk, I frowned. The Tosks loved Beran? It was the love of a people for a good king. Why hadn’t I realized this before? No, no, no, my self told myself. That wasn’t right. It was the love of a dog for its master. 
 I grinned, nodding. I could well understand that. I would make the universe kneel in obedience to me. I would slay Beran, take care of Sand and wait for the Galactic Guard dreadnought to arrive in our Solar System. I would gain command of the mighty warship and use it as my focal point. I would soon rule the Galactic Guard and use their soldiers as my conqueror’s edge. 
 With a laugh, a mocking sound not unlike the silent laughter earlier, I strode to the floaters. 
 The small part of Logan the ex-Marine strove for control of my own body. I realized with sick loathing that the blade in my right hand controlled the physical part of me. 
 The knife’s name was…was…I couldn’t quite sense it. 
 I, or the knife, approached the floaters. Could it use one to fly down the correct tunnel to reach Beran? 
 The me—the Logan essence—played dumb. I didn’t have a clue as how to fly a floater. 
 The blade entity seemed to accept that. Using my eyes, it scanned the three tunnel entrances. Then, sensing Beran down the middle tunnel, the entity moved us toward our ultimate destiny. 
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 The knife and I both learned something interesting. As I marched in darkness under the earth, the gross sense of power started trickling away. Maybe it was the freezing cold under here. Maybe it was the darkness and the fact that we stumbled along in confusion. Maybe the laws of this reality were different from that of home. 
 I shook my head, and I realized that the Logan part of me was slowly reasserting itself. This was the home reality, not the other place. The strength the knife had stolen from the Tosks seemed to be transitory. The knife entity had known that, it was simply surprised at the swiftness of the passage. It didn’t mean the knife lacked any of its unusual powers, just that it couldn’t suppress my essence as it could when it first fed off the essence of the Tosks. 
 I shook my head and realized I had a huge dilemma coming up. While the power drained faster than normal here—in our dimension—I sensed that the knife would have to dominate me only a few more times before it forever took control of the Logan part that remained. The trouble was that I didn’t know if that would happen after one more take-over, or if it might be three or some other number more. 
 That left me in a grave dilemma. Should I dare to use the knife again in order to stop Beran? If the knife took charge, wouldn’t it simply open the portal on its own and summon its terrible brothers to our reality? 
 I heard the silent mockery again. The knife realized that I needed its help. But the knife also needed me. 

Wrong, the thing seemed to say. I can use whoever picks me up. 
 “Yeah?” I asked aloud. “And who’s going to pick you up if we’re buried deep under the ice and rocks in Antarctica?” 
 I could feel the knife entity thinking about that, working it over. Finally, it began making grandiose promises: You will rule as a god.

 “That makes no sense,” I said. “I’ll be your puppet. Heck! I might not even be me anymore. The part of me that is Logan will disappear.” 

No. You will remain as my tool. 
 “What?” I shouted. 

That was incorrect. You will— 
 I scowled thunderously as I strove to ignore its words. I sensed its growing unease with me. I had a far stronger will than seemed natural to it. In the entity’s reality, creatures did not possess such willpower. It was having a difficult time understanding where I gained the ability to resist its mental domination. 
 It wasn’t easy, but the longer I wandered in the freezing darkness, the less I heard the whispering promises. Finally, the voice was gone, leaving me alone under the earth. Had the entity picked the right tunnel? I didn’t sense any warmth anywhere. 
 I took out Rax, fiddling with the metal sheathing. “Wake up, Rax,” I said. “I need some help here.” 
 There was nothing. The knife must be short-circuiting something in Rax. I wondered about the sentient crystal then. Could the Polarion that had long ago created the Starcore really have been the one to give the Rax crystals their intelligence? Had the original story I’d heard about the Rax System been wrong in that regard? Maybe Rax was more like the other-dimensional beings than he was like us, but softened in some manner by our dimensional reality. 
 I considered that and other things, becoming sleepy after a time, but doggedly continuing to trudge through the stygian underworld. I’d been down here far too long and must have already walked fifteen miles or more. Finally, though, I saw light flickering far ahead. 
 Hope surged anew. I increased my pace. It was then I discovered that the tunnel walls weren’t rocky here, they were steel or some other kind of metal. I had to be in an ancient tunnel system first created by the Polarions. 
 I shook my head as I realized that I’d followed the ancient way. Our galaxy’s super-beings had forged a path to a rip into a different reality. What had they been thinking? Had a sense of adventure driven them, or had they simply sought greater knowledge or power? 
 I shrugged. The reason didn’t matter. The truth was that a pygmy of an Earthling—good old me—was taking their terrible path to try to prevent their folly from entering our reality. I suppose the truth was that the greater the being, the greater his stupidity when it went bad. 
 A bad dog wasn’t nearly as deadly as a bad man. A bad dog could go around killing people, maybe racking up four or five kills before everyone was out hunting it down. A bad man, though, especially one who was charismatic, could end up killing millions by his evil. Mao, Stalin and Hitler proved that. 
 The Polarions were supposed to have been proto-gods. Thus, their turning bad could theoretically kill a galaxy. 
 “Rax,” I said, shaking the crystal. “Can’t you wake up?” 
 I waited, expecting him to say something. He didn’t. I’d put the knife in its scabbard when it had lost its hold over me. Now, I heard a distant sibilant whispering in my mind that was too low to make sense. 
 I readjusted the knife-belt. I told myself what a fool I’d been to leave all the beam carbines behind with the dead Tosks. I should have taken two carbines at least. I hadn’t, though. I had the other-dimensional knife, my wits and a growing determination to make Beran see reason. 
 I heard a whirring sound, and the brightness over there increased sharply. Had the Antaran turned on the chronowarp? Was I going to be close but too late? 
 A feeling of terrible urgency struck, awakening the knife’s whispery mocking laughter once again. 
 With a curse, I put my head down and broke into a tired, staggering sprint, hoping to get to the portal in time to stop a galaxy-wide disaster. 
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 Interestingly enough, the light came from a parked floater. Like bright headlights, the floater’s various lamps were focused to light up a particular area. 
 The chamber I entered was vast. It felt like a cathedral, with arched ribbing almost higher than the lamplight could reach. Along the sides were banks of what I took to be ancient machinery. Some of the machines whirred. Some had lights that ran through various sequences. A few were screens, showing a bizarre world of seemingly spongy soil with occasional vents hissing heat waves. There were drifting fogs, some of them mere tendrils, and I saw grotesque shimmering metal stanchions or statues. By grotesque, I mean like the twisted metal statues I’d seen at our local university, forms without meaning made by people who seemed to despise the good old values. 
 Newer machines stood to the side of the vast chamber. Various beings studied the controls of that machine, adjusting, tapping and checking with each other while speaking softly. They were smaller versions of Beran. By that, I mean each was a little shorter than me, although each was skinny like the Antaran. They all had Beran’s long-faced features, all were male and each wore a metallic-seeming suit similar to Beran’s. 
 “Are they your sons?” I asked. 
 Beran stood before what seemed like a large square entrance in a wall. You could have driven a bulldozer through the opening. The square outline of it shimmered with pulsating power. The square itself was fuzzy like a bad TV connection. I had no doubt that was the Polarion Portal, which was much smaller than I’d anticipated, having expected something that would accommodate a spaceship. 
 I glanced around but couldn’t see a chronowarp anywhere. Maybe it was in an engine room or with whatever powered the portal. 
 At my question, Beran had turned toward me. The tall Antaran had the rod attached to his right thigh over his customary metallic uniform, but he also had a golden circuit around his head. I had no doubt that the golden circuit supplied him with extra power or abilities. 
 I did not see any Tosks in evidence. 
 The sons of Beran—if that’s what they were—looked up at me and then went back to work. None of them reached for a weapon. They were too intent upon their machine and its controls. 
 After giving me a flickering glance, Beran turned back to the square portal, considering it. Finally, he faced his team, and asked them a rapid-fire question. 
 “Several more minutes,” one of them said. 
 Beran nodded and fully faced me. “Did you bring the knife?” he asked. 
 I nodded woodenly. This wasn’t what I’d expected. Well, the machinery and the portal seemed right. The Antaran’s attitude toward me seemed way off. 
 “Bring it here,” Beran ordered. 
 I walked as if to my doom. I couldn’t summon up a positive attitude this time, as I didn’t see a way out of this. If I drew the otherworldly dagger, it might be the last thing I ever did as a free-will agent. If I didn’t use the knife, Beran would certainly open the portal and doom us all. 
 “I see,” Beran said, while studying me. “You are not attempting fakery at the moment. You are deeply troubled. You always were an open book to me.” 
 I couldn’t even drum up a snappy reply. I studied him, and was shocked to see something other than his usual arrogance. I might have detected…fear in his eyes. 
 That revived me some. I mentally picked up my pace. “Beran,” I said. “I told you the truth earlier.” 
 “As far as you understand the truth,” he said. 
 “Yeah. I guess that’s right. I don’t know why Sand would lie to me, though.” 
 “There are a multitude of reasons why he might,” Beran said. “You told me yourself that Sand is a Polarion construct.” 
 “So?” 
 “The construct could actually be protecting his masters, not attempting to thwart them as he seemed to have told you.” 
 “Okay,” I said. “Look. You seem…worried.” 
 Beran glanced at his team. Maybe they were clones instead of sons. Each of them seemed so…Beran-like. But if they were clones, why were they all considerably shorter than him? 
 I almost laughed aloud. The reason for that seemed obvious. They were shorter because he’d made them inferior. This Antaran dominie had a complex. Whether it was an inferiority complex or a superiority one, I couldn’t tell. 
 “I used the knife, Beran. I slew your Tosks with it.” 
 He shook his head as he detached the rod from his thigh. “You shouldn’t have told me. Now, I must enact a punishment for your bloodlust.” 
 “Why do you think I told you?” 
 He paused, cocking his head. “That is an excellent question. Why did you tell me?” 
 “Sand gave me the weapon to slay you. The construct has been protecting the Earth and the galaxy for a long, long time.” 
 “I’m listening.” 
 “I’m supposed to slay you because you know too much about all this. I’m also supposed to do it in order to keep you from opening the portal.” 
 “I have detected stubborn resistance to the portal’s opening,” Beran said. “That must come from the Great Machine. Perhaps I must destroy it and Sand before I can proceed.” 
 I shook my head. “Don’t you understand? I’m here to stop that.” 
 A smirk stole over his features. “Just you?” 
 “No,” I said, while hitching up my parka. “I have this.” I indicated the sheathed knife. 
 “While I have this,” Beran said, raising the rod, “and this.” The blue nimbus force field switched on, surrounding his form. “If that proves inadequate,” he said as if from far away, “I also have them.” 
 Several of the clones raised beam pistols, although none as yet aimed them at me. 
 “To tell you the truth, Beran, I’d rather persuade you than attempt to fight you.” 
 “You are thereby showing a modicum of wisdom,” Beran said, “as you cannot defeat me. The problem with your tactic is that you will also prove unable to persuade me. My mind is made up, Logan, although perhaps there is some truth in what you say.” 
 “Then stop this madness,” I pleaded. 
 Beran shook his head. “I cannot stop. This is the end to a lengthy quest started decades ago. In fact, I have worked a lifetime to reach this point. I understand more than you think. I know the Polarions made a grievous error. Nonetheless, I must test myself against them and learn their wisdom.” 
 “Their wisdom proved to be folly,” I said. “It led them to their doom. Do you want to go to your doom and prove that folly has guided you all this time?” 
 “Your question answers itself. I am Beran. I am supreme in this reality. Now, I will learn ancient Polarion wisdom and gain the power of that dimension.” 
 “The risks—” 
 “Are exactly what I crave,” Beran said, interrupting me. “Don’t you understand? I’m bored by our reality. That boredom has driven me to supreme daring. In fact, my daring is legendary. I am the one.” 
 The word “one” startled me, as that was what the knife had said about itself.  
 “Pride goes before a fall,” I quoted. 
 “Ambition is the mother of greatness,” he countered. 
 “Why won’t you listen to reason?” 
 Beran glanced at his team, pointing at them. 
 The clones of Beran began to work in earnest, tapping, studying and manipulating their controls. 
 Power glowed on the outline of the portal. The fuzziness of the insides began to shift and change. Slowly, I perceived another reality matching that shown on the screens. The portal was opening. 
 “No!” I shouted, gripping the knife’s handle. “I will not permit this.” 
 Beran whirled around and aimed the rod at me as a milky beam rayed from the weapon. I froze, unable to move, but able to breathe, see, smell and hear with perfect clarity. 
 At the same time, the portal became sharper. 
 “Logan, Logan,” Beran said. “I have a much greater understanding of what you’re carrying than you realize. I wanted you to bring the knife. In fact, I engineered the situation with Sand so the construct would feel compelled to give you the weapon.” 
 I stared at Beran, unable to even glare at him. 
 “Did you truly believe that your Guard ship’s approach would remain unknown to me?” Beran shook his head. “How simple and predictable you really are.” 
 I couldn’t believe him. The Tosks had almost killed us with the floaters. No. He was boasting, lying in order to sap my willpower. And yet, why would he bother lying now? 
 “Lord,” a clone said. 
 Beran turned to the portal. A wisp of fog drifted from the other side to ours. It seemed to struggle to push through a film that still separated our dimensions. Then, it was through, and a noxious stink accompanied it. The foggy tendril drifted farther and then seemed to solidify in the chamber, growing heavier as it sank toward the floor. 
 I peered at the portal. It was an eerie world with vaporous tendrils drifting in different directions. The place seemed murky, like a limbo realm without a sun, yet with light of sorts. I thought I saw a vast creature in the distance of that world, but it was difficult to make out as it trod upon the soggy soil. 
 At that point, the sunken tendril in the chamber congealed into a humanlike form, crouched over at first. After it finished reshaping itself, it unfolded and stood to its feet. The form was still ghostly and eerie, and it produced two narrow eyes that glowed red like I imagined the fires of Hell. 
 “Hello,” Beran greeted the ghostly thing. “I’ve been waiting a lifetime for this meeting.” 
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 I strove to move, but proved unable. I tried to squeeze my hand harder around the hilt, but could not even do that. I was simply a frozen witness to the terrible event. 
 The ghostly form regarded Beran, the red eyes brightening as it did so. At that point, red beams from the eyes flashed at Beran. 
 The red eye-beams washed against the blue nimbus. Both brightened and began to pulsate. After a short span, it became obvious that the rays could not penetrate the Antaran force field. At last, the ghostly thing from across the portal quit beaming. 
 “Yesss…” it said in a sibilant whisper. “You will do. You are superior and thus worth my wait. I will inhabit you, creature of flesh. I will explore your dimension—” 
 The words cut off as the clones of Beran worked with haste, causing a whine to increase from a parked floater. 
 Beran laughed, raised the baton and shot a milky beam at the ghostly thing. The beam seemed to color the murky shape, adding depth and weight to what had been a wraith before. 
 The whine from the parked floater increased yet again. The milky beam thickened and the thing solidified from head to torso to legs to feet, until it seemed to have white skin and thick white hair, followed by a fully formed body. I spied a nose, lips and teeth as a Polarion opened his mouth in shock. 
 Finally, Beran stopped beaming the Polarion, lowering the baton and watching with interest. 
 The Polarion examined his hands as if seeing them for the first time. He felt his body and seemed astonished. 
 “How…?” the Polarion asked. 
 “I am Beran of the Antares Institute. I am the greatest mind of our universe. I have learned of your condition, and it tempted me to attempt a fantastic exploit. Tell me, sir. What is your name?” 
 The Polarion blinked as Beran spoke. Afterward, the Polarion frowned, and the wonder on his face transformed into what appeared to be horror. 
 “How…long have I been gone?” the Polarion whispered. 
 “For cycles of time,” Beran said. 
 “But…” the Polarion faced the portal. Suddenly, he threw back his head and howled. He clawed at his face, scratching and tearing at his skin. Blood spurted beneath his fingernails. Then, abruptly, he lurched toward the portal, pushed through the hazy film, and staggered back into the other reality. 
 Beran seemed astonished as his eyebrows rose. “Strange,” he muttered. “I’d expected more from the encounter.” 
 “Lord,” a clone said, indicating the portal. 
 Instead of a fog or a tendril, a large shadow-thing marched toward the returned Polarion and the entrance into our reality. The Polarion stood in horror as the thing approached. The shadowy being swatted the Polarion, shattering him into many bloody pieces. It was uncanny, sinister, proving that other laws governed that realm’s physics. The huge shadowy being regarded Beran with glowing yellow eyes. 
 “Hmm…” Beran said. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this one yet. Lower the portal’s gain.” 
 Nothing happened. 
 Beran turned, and swayed as if shocked. 
 The chief clone seemed altered. He grinned wickedly at the Antaran. The clone raised his gun and beamed his fellow clones, burning them down before any of them could react. 
 “You miscalculated, Antaran,” the evil clone said in a booming voice. “I left the Polarion and slipped along the floor to take over this being. Now, the Master comes. You are doomed, creature of flesh.” 
 “We shall see,” Beran said stiffly. 
 He raised the baton as the clone aimed the beam pistol. They both shot each other. The milky beam hit with greater force than previously. It burned the clone and seemed to burn the resident foggy-being that had inhabited the Polarion. 
 How that being could have caused the flesh and blood Polarion to take on its fogginess, I did not have the slightest clue. 
 At the same time, the green beam washed against the blue force field to little effect. 
 Abruptly, the clone or its otherworldly wraith screamed in agony, and in an instant, it turned into a dirty puff of vapor that spiraled upward before it vanished. 
 Did that mean the entity from the other reality was dead? I did not know. I certainly felt as if it had died, but that did not necessarily make it so. One thing it meant was that no one was at the controls. If the need arose, could the floater still feed more power into Beran? I believed the golden circuit around his head was linked to the power-grid that ran through the parked floater, or maybe all of them there. 
 In any case, Beran turned to face the portal. He and I watched as the giant shadow creature slowly oozed through from one realm of reality to another. The thing became dimmer, less substantial and finally plopped through. That caused the shadow giant to fall onto its face. 
 A moment later, it pushed against the floor and seemed to float into an upright stance. The shadow was black again, with ferocious yellow eyes. It was huge, maybe ten feet tall and half again as wide. It seemed evil and powerful. Was it more powerful than Beran? 
 I had a feeling I was soon going to find out. 
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 “You have opened the way,” the shadow said in a harsh voice. “I deem that a miracle, as I have attempted for a time upon a time to open it. Are you the miracle-worker who managed this feat?” 
 “I am,” Beran said, sounding pleased by the question. “Do you have a name?” 
 “I am the Master.” 
 “The master of what?” asked Beran. 
 The shadow shook his head. “I am the Master.” 
 Beran stroked his chin. “Have you always been the Master?” 
 “I am weary of your interrogation. I rule here, as I rule wherever I go. You will now instruct me in the process of opening and closing the way.” 
 “Supposing I do as you say, what reward will you give me for this instruction?” Beran asked. 
 The giant shadow-thing looked around the chamber. “You have slain a vile, I see, and in such a short time. You are a power, then?” 
 “I am,” Beran said. 
 “Ah, I see that a terror has taken weapon form,” the shadow-thing said while studying me. “The terror strains to move the flesh vessel. Am I to take it you paralyzed the flesh vessel?” 
 “I have,” Beran said. 
 “For what reason?” asked the shadow. 
 “Firstly,” Beran said, “to keep it from attacking me. Secondly, so I can study it later at my leisure.” 
 “But you do not possess a later, as your existence is about to end.” 
 “Caused by you?” Beran asked. 
 “Can you doubt it?” the giant shadow asked. 
 “Is there no way we can come to an accord?” 
 “Indeed,” the shadow said, “there is a simple method. You must merely bend your knee to me and open yourself to one of my viles.” 
 Beran smiled even though perspiration dotted his brow. “You expect me to meekly accept defeat?” 
 “You are flesh. You are thus a slave. That is the way.” 
 “Have you forgotten that this is a different reality, a different dimension? Here, then, the rules also differ.” 
 “So the Polarions of long ago spoke on first meeting me. I had almost forgotten their arrogance. Yes. It was a pleasure dominating them. Perhaps that is why I have longed to see this realm. I shall enjoy dominating you arrogant flesh-beings.” 
 Without further ado, Beran aimed the baton at the giant shadow as nearby floaters whined with power. It appeared the clones hadn’t controlled that after all. The milky beam shot at the Master, striking him and coloring a dime-sized area on his shadowy surface. 
 The Master roared, and he aimed a shadow hand at Beran. A portion of shadow seemed to peel off the fingers like ink bleeding into the air, floating toward Beran. 
 I watched the shadow blot advance at what seemed like a leisurely pace. Beran backed away from it. Did he think he could dodge the thing? Yes, the Antaran ducked, but the blot of inky shadow followed until it reached the blue force field. 
 The nimbus brightened as the shadow blot oozed deeper and deeper, trying to pass the force field and touch Beran’s skin. 
 “No,” Beran said, while tapping something on his chest. 
 The nimbus strengthened, and the floaters parked nearby began to tremble as their engine-whines increased dramatically. 
 The Master laughed with gong-like peals of doom. “You are a miracle-worker indeed. You attempt to thwart me. This is delicious beyond words. Few have attempted this, and not in a thousand times upon times have any resisted this long. I will study you, miracle-worker, so that I may increase my span of knowledge.” 
 Beran did something to his baton. The milky beam thickened, and it created more color where it struck the shadow form battling him. The area of color grew so it was several inches in diameter. 
 “I feel that,” the Master said. “It is a strange numbing sensation. How are you able to do this?” 
 Beran had begun to sweat in earnest, and did not answer the question. 
 Abruptly, the Master groaned as if in pain. He turned from Beran and examined the floaters. 
 “I begin to perceive,” the Master said. He aimed a hand at a floater. A dark ray beamed toward it. 
 “No!” Beran shouted. 
 The floater shuddered and suddenly ceased shaking and whining. The lights in the floater died, and so did the engine. 
 One by one, the Master destroyed the remaining floaters. Then he turned back to Beran and intensified the inky shadow attack. 
 I tried to move during the duel. I could not. I tried harder, and slowly, I managed to bat an eyelash. That didn’t seem like much, and yet it almost seemed like everything. I began to strain harder, wondering if I’d even get a chance to fight. 
 “You haven’t won,” Beran shouted. He floated upward, no doubt using the antigravity mesh inside the soles of his feet. The Antaran leaned toward the tunnel exit and began flying away. 
 “Stay,” the Master said. He blasted the exit with a thick black beam, and rocks rained down, sealing the escape route. 
 Beran spun around. He looked wild and desperate. He flew at the shadow giant, and he beamed the thing with the baton even as he closed. The Antaran also drew a device from a fold in his metallic garment. The thing gleamed silvery. 
 Now the Master used two shadow hands, aiming them at Beran as streams of shadow blots battered at the blue nimbus. The force field no longer shined as brightly, and it seemed thinner. 
 The area of color on the Master had grown considerably. Inky shadows oozed from the area in his side. It seemed like blood from a stricken human. The Master groaned, finally using a shadow hand to try to stanch the bleeding—if that’s what it was. 
 Beran flew closer, and he sped up at the last moment. He slashed the Master in passing with the silvery thing, cutting out a clot of shadow.  
 The shadow giant made a hideous sound that might have been a scream. “Miracle-worker, I will make you suffer an eon for that. You have kindled my wrath.” 
 Beran swerved in the chamber, rushing in for another slash, cutting out yet another clot of shadow. 
 “I have prepared a long time for you,” Beran boasted. “I have read and studied everything known about your realm. Now, I am about to defeat the so-called Master of the Shadow Dimension.” 
 Once more, the Antaran swooped down at the Master. He made to slash, and the shadow giant leapt upon Beran. The blue nimbus crackled and smoked. In turn, color streaked the Master in crackling lines all over his shadow form. Beran’s silvery blade hacked and stabbed at the shadow. 
 Abruptly, the nimbus flickered off. 
 “No,” Beran said in horror. 
 “Yes!” the Master cried. He put two shadow hands directly on Beran. The Antaran made gobbling sounds as his eyes popped outward in terrible shock and pain. For a time, they stood like that. Then, Beran screamed. It was a terrible wretched thing to hear. I wanted to cover my ears—and suddenly, I did. 
 I bent my head, averting my eyes from the brutality of the Master. 
 With a choking sound, the screaming quit. The silence lasted long enough that I grew curious. I looked up. 
 Beran lay on his back in the other dimension. He lay in a heap, seemingly crippled. He yet breathed, and a look of dire hopelessness filled him. 
 The Master ignored the Antaran as he regarded me. The huge shadow seemed to pant. As he did, the cracked lines of color on his shadow form began to heal. The wound of color on his side slowly darkened. His eyes changed color many times, until finally he regarded me with yellow glowing orbs. 
 “Who are you?” the Master said in an angry voice. “Why doesn’t the terror control you?” 
 I realized now that it was all up to me. If I couldn’t figure out something, this hellish Master was going to invade our reality with who knew how many of his unstoppable minions. 
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 As I stood there before the Master, I wondered about the otherworldly knife. It seemed terrified of the giant shadow, almost as if it was hiding from him. I had no idea why, if I was even correct. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” the Master said. And he seemed to lose interest in me as he studied the chamber. 
 “Uhhh…” I said, thinking as fast as I could. “How can I best help you, sir?” 
 The healing shadow regarded me again. “You wish to aid me?” 
 “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 “Why?” 
 “Well…I saw what you just did to Beran. I also realize you defeated the Polarions long ago.” 
 “That was the last good battle I had,” the Master said. 
 “Exactly,” I said. “You just defeated our best. Well, our second best, that is. Our dimensional champion wondered if you could defeat Beran. No one thought that was possible.” 
 “Hold your impertinent tongue,” the Master said as he studied me more intently. “Your words indicate there is another in this realm like Beran.” 
 “I don’t mean to correct you, sir, but our champion could kick Beran’s butt any time of the day. To tell you the truth, I’m a little surprised it took you as long as it did to defeat the Antaran.” 
 “You expect me to believe these lies?” 
 “Suit yourself, sir,” I said with a shrug. “And you know what? I’m rescinding my former offer.” 
 “Explain your meaning.” 
 “I asked how I might help you, remember? That’s because I thought you were tough. Now, I see our champion is going to sweep the floor with you.” 
 “Describe this champion to me.” 
 “What’s to describe except that he’s a living creature of fire? He’s nothing like the rest of us flesh and blood humans. We all piss ourselves when he enters a room.” 
 The Master seemed to calculate. 
 “Beran caused me pain,” he said at last. “I have not felt pain like that for a time upon a time. I am unsure…” He laughed in a diabolical fashion. “I see that you are a font of knowledge. I will take you with me when I step back into my reality.” 
 That was not what I wanted to hear. “Our champion’s coming fast. I’m going to enjoy watching him destroy you.” 
 “No, little gnat, you are going to suffer for far longer than you can imagine. I am going to drain every ounce of knowledge from you. Now that I recall the episode, that was the mistake of the arrogant Polarions. They did not study a new place. They charged in, confident in their considerable strength. While I am clearly the strongest, a combination of foes might possibly…” 
 The Master made a sudden motion with his hand. “You are coming with me to my realm. I see that I must summon my ur-dire. Besides, a dip in the healing pool will speed my recovery. Did you hear me, flesh creature? Come here.” 
 “I heard you, Lord,” I said, cowering, “and I re-extend my former offer. I thought you were an arrogant idiot. But I can see you have deep cunning. Maybe you can beat our champion after all.” 
 “Are you a traitor to your kind that you willingly tell me these things?” 
 “Not at all,” I said. “I simply like siding with the winner. You’re a winner, sir. You handled Beran—” I snapped my fingers— “like that.” 
 “You are a pathetic creature,” the Master said. 
 “Please, sir, I just want to help.” 
 “Bah! How can you help me other than by—?” 
 A boom sounded, causing the rocks in the rockslide that sealed the exit to shake. 
 “What was that?” the Master asked, sounding concerned. 
 I had no idea what had caused that, but I said, “The champion is coming just like I told you.” 
 “Hurry here,” the Master said. “You will move through the portal with me. I will study the odds for a time and summon my ur-dire.” 
 That let me know that Beran must have come closer to winning than he might have thought. For all his boasting, the Master did not want to face someone that could easily kick Beran’s butt. It also gave me an idea. 
 “Sure thing, sir,” I said. “That’s damn clever of you, if you don’t mind me saying. Do you want me to first get the book on our champion’s abilities?” 
 “Explain your meaning, and be quick about it.” 
 I was freebasing ideas as fast as they popped into my head. I felt as if the Master, the giant shadow, was like the genie in the old Aladdin tales I’d heard as a kid. I couldn’t defeat him, but maybe I could cork him in the bottle—if only I could get him to go back into it. 
 “Flesh creature, why are you stalling?” 
 “Oh,” I said. “Beran stashed a book on the champion’s abilities. He planned on trading it with you if things turned out badly for him.” 
 The Master turned to look at Beran on the other side of the portal. The Antaran still lay there in shock. 
 “You are lying,” the Master told me. “There is no book.” 
 I snorted and shook my head. “Go ahead and ask Beran if you don’t believe me. I can wait.” 
 The Master’s yellow eyes blazed, and he pointed a shadowy arm at me. “I could blast you into pieces with a thought.” 
 “I don’t doubt that. But the question still stands. Do you want the book or not?” 
 I waited, knowing that everything rested on the shadow’s next decision. 
 Slowly, the Master lowered his arm. “Where do you gain this courage, or does mere stupidity drive your tongue?” 
 “I’m the cleverest man on Earth,” I said. “That’s why Beran brought me along so I could advise him.” 
 “I deem that dubious, as you were paralyzed when I arrived.” 
 “Of course,” I said, “because Beran feared my brilliance. Still, I gotta say, sir, how am I going to help if you question everything I tell you?” 
 “Impertinent rascal, we shall find out soon enough if you’re a liar or a miracle-worker’s advisor. Await me here, as it will not be easy for me to transfer you through the portal twice in short succession.” 
 The Master thereupon turned to the portal and made the slow passage from one dimension to the next. 
 At that point, I ran for a side hatch. It opened easily enough. I saw what had to be Beran’s chronowarp. It was a large metal disc the size of a dinner table and with as much depth. The thing churned inside as it created the necessary conditions to open the portal between realities. 
 I took a deep breath. I had to destroy the thing, and I had to do it now. But I didn’t possess any weapons except for the terror that was inside the otherworldly knife. 
 “Okay,” I told the terror in the knife, “listen to me. I think I have it. You’re terrified of the Master. I have no idea why, but that doesn’t matter. Here’s the deal. Help me destroy the chronowarp and the passageway closes. That leaves just you on this side, and from what I’ve seen, you’ll lord it on Earth for ten thousand years or more.” 
 The knife lay inert in the metallic sheath at my side. 
 “I’ll also let you overpower my will,” I said. “You know I have tons of cool tech stashed away, right? With me as your slave creature, who will be able to stop you?” 
 I had the sense that the knife was thinking over the proposal. 
 I yanked the blade out of the scabbard, holding it up. “What do you have to lose?” I asked. “This is your chance for greatness. All you need is the daring to grab for the gold ring.” 
 The knife suddenly pulsated with power, and I felt my personal body-control slipping. 
 “Let’s do this,” I said between clenched teeth. 
 I lunged at the chronowarp and hacked at the metal. It resisted. Then, the terror in the blade activated whatever powers it possessed. For the next few seconds, I hacked and slashed the chronowarp until it stopped vibrating and supplying whatever it did that opened the pathway between dimensions. 

Now you are mine, the knife said in my mind. 
 “Give me a few more seconds, though,” I said. “We have to make sure nothing went wrong.” 
 Reluctantly, the knife seemed to agree. 
 I hurried through the hatch and stopped in shock as I saw the Master looking around as if to see where I’d gone. I had a split-second’s hope that I could slink back into the side room. Then the Master saw me, and his yellow eyes blazed with wrath. 
 “What is the meaning of this?” he said in a grim voice. 
 “Master?” I asked. 
 “Come here, slave. I want to see the book.” 
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 The knife in my hand wilted, all attempts at dominating me ceasing. As I approached the Master in the chamber, I sheathed the otherworldly blade. 
 “I sense a change in you,” the Master said. “But that does not matter. The Antaran agreed with you. He had written a book. He actually tried to barter with it, the fool. Now, give it to me so I may study the champion’s abilities.” 
 “Look!” I cried, as if horrified, “the portal is closing.” 
 The Master turned toward the portal. Nothing seemed amiss. The way was still open. Why hadn’t destroying the chronowarp closed it? 
 I saw Beran on the other side as wisps of fog seemed to sniff at his prone form. Would one of them try to possess him? Or did they have to wait for the Master to give the order? It seemed like a monstrous process. I realized that Beran’s mind still functioned, as he must have recognized what I had been doing in making up a book about a nonexistent champion. 
 The Master turned to me. “This is amazing. The portal is indeed closing, although it will take time before it is shut. I deem that it will remain open for a few spans yet. How did you sense that it was in the process of closing?” 
 Destroying the chronowarp had worked. That was a relief, and the Master didn’t seem to understand anything about the process. 
 “Thing,” the Master boomed at me. 
 “Right,” I said, finding it hard to concentrate with my fate on the line. I was running out of ideas. 
 “Ahhh…” I said, as he glared at me. I patted the knife sheathed at my hip. The blade stirred as if with outrage that I’d blame it. 
 The Master’s shadow head jerked up, as he seemed to do a double take. “The knife names you a deceiver. It says you tricked it into helping you.” 
 “Oh, right,” I said, sarcastically, “as if that’s even possible. I’m just a poor creature of flesh and bone, remember? I’m not like you guys. Can I possess you?” 
 “Do not prattle foolishness at a time like this,” the Master said. 
 “Sorry about that,” I said, “but the knife is a notorious liar. It has possessed me for quite some time, and I’ve watched it use me to lie to everyone.” 
 “The knife claims it has not controlled you.” 
 “That’s another lie, sir,” I said. “I’m sorry if that shows up poorly on the rest of you.” 
 “What does that even mean? I am the Master. The terror in the knife is at best a foot soldier, in your way of thinking.” 
 “Is that why it was banished to our realm so long ago?” I asked. 
 “What are you suggesting? A Polarion stole the knife and brought it here.” 
 I laughed, shaking my head, which flung droplets of sweat from me. My nerves were close to breaking. “I can’t believe the knife is really trying to lie to you, the Master of its kind. What’s the usual punishment for lying to you, sir?” 
 “Do not seek to interrogate me, flesh creature,” the Master said. “Otherwise—” 
 The rocks of the rockslide shook again, harder and louder than before. What was doing that? 
 “Get the book,” the Master told me. “Do not attempt anymore foolishness. And be quick about it.” 
 I took a step and then hesitated. 
 “What’s wrong now?” the Master asked. “Why aren’t you getting the book?” 
 “The terror, sir,” I said. “What if it controls me while I’m getting the book, and the knife forces me to do something stupid?” 
 “You can’t think I believe any of your lies.” 
 “Sir, how could I resist the terror’s control? That’s what happened this last time just like I told you.” 
 “As to that,” the Master said, “I have no idea how you could resist the terror. The idea seems preposterous that it isn’t controlling you now.” 
 “There you have it, sir.” 
 The giant shadow stared at me. “Quick. Give me the knife.” 
 I began to unbuckle the belt. 

You promised, the knife wailed in my mind. You said I could rule here once the Master departs. 
 “Did you hear that, sir?” I asked. 
 “I did indeed,” the Master said. “You were right. It is a deceitful little terror. Pitch it to me and get the book.” 
 “Yes, sir,” I said. But then I couldn’t move, as the knife fought against me. 
 “Bah!” the Master said. “I do not have time for this tomfoolery.” He beamed me with darkness. 
 A terrible vitality filled me, and in that instant, I saw reality differently. I’d been seeing it with a physical bias, giving weight and substance to flesh and bone. Viewed now with some of the Master’s power in me, I realized we were the insubstantial ones, and they the things of true substance. 
 I doubt that makes any sense. But I realized the Polarions must have made the same error. To the “shadow” beings, we surely appeared insubstantial, as things to flick aside or dominate, depending on their purposes. 
 I tore the belt from my waist and pitched the scabbard and knife to the Master. I could see the terror in the blade. It was hideous with red-rimmed eyes and fangs for teeth. It glared at me in otherworldly hatred. I could feel it like heat against my soul. 
 Tearing away from the burning glance, I ran for another hatch, not the one where the broken chronowarp lay, but a different one. I finally sensed the shadow beings’ innate power. It was terrible. We were like pygmies to them. As I ran, I marveled that Beran had done as well as he had against the Master. The Antaran truly had been a super-genius. His ambition, though, had led him onto one dangerous path too many. 
 There was a lesson in that. I didn’t ponder it as the hatch opened. I looked back. The Master watched me, and it seemed as if he had grown suspicious of my motives. It occurred to me that the terror in the knife must have been telling the Master my real plan. The question was, which of us did the Master really believe? 
 “You will have great wealth when you bring me the book,” the Master boomed. 
 I waved to him, nodding, and yet, still I hesitated. 
 “You will have power,” he promised. 
 Did the Master believe I’d tricked him? Did he still hope, though, that I would come through for him? When a person really wants something, it’s easier to trick him into believing you’ll do as he hopes. 
 “Did you lie to me, flesh creature?” he shouted. 
 “Never!” I shouted back. “Don’t believe anything the terror tells you. He’s a terrible liar, sir.” 
 The rockslide at the exit rumbled and shook once more. At the same time, the portal scene changed, becoming dimmer. 
 The Master glanced back at the portal. He seemed to study it. Then he glanced at me. “Why are you still standing there?” he shouted. “Get the book, you fool.” 
 I was starting to believe that I could actually pull this off, and that changed my mood. Even though this was probably stupid, I couldn’t help myself. 
 “I’m having second thoughts about this, sir,” I shouted. 
 “Vain creature,” he roared, “I will blot you out.” He aimed a shadowy hand at me and fired an inky black blot. 
 I should have ducked, but I couldn’t. Horror filled me as I realized the Master’s dominating will must have been holding me in place. I shouldn’t have needlessly antagonized him. Why had I been so stupid? 
 My horror grew as the inky blot neared. I hate to admit it, but I couldn’t take it, so I closed my eyes. Then the inky blot began to sizzle. 
 I opened my eyes. What the heck…? The inky black blot burned up just inches from my torso. It seemed unable to advance to consume me. 
 “What are you?” the Master shouted. “Have you been pretending to be a fool? Are you really the champion?” 
 I was too surprised at what had just happened. I was too relieved that I wasn’t dead. I couldn’t drum up anything to tell the Master. 
 The shadow made as if to fire another inky black blot, but paused and reconsidered. He headed toward the portal, and he began to push through. It seemed like more of a struggle this time than last. It proved to me that the way was indeed closing. 
 Something primitive welled up in my heart, something elemental and maybe even childish. 
 “Hey, Master!” I shouted. 
 He turned. 
 I raised my right fist and then my middle finger. I hoped this pissed the tar out of him because he’d nearly terrified me to death. 
 “And don’t you ever come back here, you weakling!” I shouted, shaking the finger at him. 
 In the end, the Master ignored me as he continued to push through the membrane between realms. The terror in the knife was making whining noises. Finally, the Master plopped through to his side. 
 He turned to regard me a last time and spoke words that I couldn’t hear. I figured he was making dire promises. I brought up my second hand and doubled my flipping-off power. 
 I knew it was juvenile, and saw myself for an instant as a monkey in a tree hurling rotten fruit at a lion looking up, a lion that had almost eaten me on the ground. 
 In any case, the Master turned to Beran, scooped him up in his shadowy arms, the terror knife secure in one hand, and surely carried him off to a dismal fate. 
 Soon thereafter, the portal closed for good. The rocks of the sealing rockslide, however, continued to rumble and shake. 
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 I stood shivering in the cathedral-like chamber deep under the Antarctic ice, drained from the encounter with the Master. Fortunately, lights from the ancient Polarion machines provided enough illumination so that I could see. 
 Now that I thought about it, though, I had no idea how far underground I was. 
 None of the floaters was in working order. All the clones were dead. In a sluggish, half-aware fashion, I looted the corpses, buckling on two of their gun-belts and taking the beam pistols that went with them. As I did that, the rocks of the rockslide continued to do their thing. 
 I was sure someone or something was attempting to dig me out. Who or what that was I couldn’t figure out. 
 As I waited, slowly regaining my awareness, coming out of shock, I suspect, I kept thinking about the final inky missile that had sailed at me. What had caused it to stop short? What had caused the sizzling? I couldn’t fathom an answer. 
 “Logan?” 
 The word made me jump half out of my skin as my throat tightened in fear. A second later, I clawed for a beam pistol, drawing it from a holster. 
 “What is wrong?” Rax asked me. “Do you sense more danger?” 
 “You bastard!” I shouted. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 “For what reason?” asked Rax. 
 “What happened to you? Why have you been out of it all this time?” 
 “I do not know why.” 
 A revelation struck. “Hey, did you stop an inky missile from striking me?” 
 “Give me a moment, please. Some of my connections still seem…stiff.” 
 “How can they be stiff?” I asked. 
 “Ah, I see,” Rax said. “Yes. I did stop the attack.” 
 “How did you manage that?” 
 “Through an electrical discharge,” Rax said. 
 “How did you know…an electrical discharge would work?” 
 “That, Logan, is a leading question. I will have to study the dilemma for a time before I can provide satisfactory data.” 
 I wondered if I should tell Rax about my new theory concerning Rax Prime crystals, that a Polarion had brought them to sentience after returning from the Shadow Realm. I figured I’d tell him later when we could argue about it. Right now, the tumbling rocks shouted for our attention. 
 “This is interesting,” Rax said. “I believe our benefactors will prove to be the bronze robots.” 
 As Rax said that, a bronze robot-hand reached through and yanked back several rocks and then poked its robot head through, looking around. The thing appeared to spy me. It withdrew the head, pushed aside the final blocking rocks and clanked through. The robot moved in the familiar mechanical fashion, heading straight for me. 
 “Is it friendly?” I asked Rax. 
 “I seriously doubt that,” the crystal replied. “As you once told me, Sand wants you dead after completing the mission, correct? The mission is complete, thus, Sand likely desires your demise, and that is the robot’s task.” 
 A cold feeling welled in my gut, spreading outward. At the same time, more bronze robots clanked into the chamber. One of them carried what appeared to be a medium-sized, old-school TV. 
 “What is that?” I whispered to Rax. 
 The crystal did not reply. But he didn’t need to. At that moment, the TV screen flickered on, and Sand peered out of it. 
 The entire troop of robots clanked toward me. Would my beam pistols be able to wreck all of them? I kind of doubted it. 
 In any case, I rolled my shoulders, pushed aside parka fabric and rested a hand on the butt of each holstered gun. If I was about to die, I would at least go down fighting. 
 Soon, a semi-circle of giant robots—all of them far too close and blocking my escape—stood at attention before me. The one with the comm box stood closest. 
 “This is the ancient Portal Chamber,” Sand said from the screen. 
 “I reckon that’s right,” I said. 
 The robot holding the TV-like portable swiveled back and forth. It seemed as if Sand studied the dead clones, the busted floaters and other indications of battle. 
 “According to my sensors,” Sand said, “the Antaran successfully opened the way between dimensions.” 
 “You got that right,” I said. 
 “Did you witness the event?” 
 “Yup.” 
 “I had wondered,” Sand said. “That provides me with something of a dilemma. According to my post-victory schedule, this is the moment to eliminate you and Rax from the greater problem.” 
 “Hold on just a minute,” I said. 
 “There is no sense arguing about it,” Sand said. “I have decided. I listened to you once, and it proved successful. I do not care to take a second gamble, especially as there is no pressing reason why I should do so.” 
 “Okay,” I said through a tight throat. “So what’s your dilemma?” 
 “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 “I guess so,” I said. “You want me to tell you what happened here before you off me?” 
 “On no account,” Sand said, “as I would not believe a word of your story. Your sense of self-survival would surely cause you to lie in some fashion. No. I must control you first to ensure that you speak the truth.” 
 “Oh, yeah, right,” I said. “That makes perfect sense.” 
 “It is astounding how you often come to the correct conclusion even with your own future on the line. What causes these moments of clarity and rationality?” 
 I couldn’t reply. The letdown from defeating the Master’s other-dimensional attack, the unfairness of Sand wishing to murder Jenna, Rax and me— 
 “Hey,” I said. “Have you already killed Jenna?” 
 “Not yet,” Sand said. “I decided to let the two of you die together.” 
 “So, ah, your robots are going to escort me to your…ship?” 
 “That is correct.” 
 “And your ship is going to take me to your underworld?” 
 “Of course,” Sand said. “I have already told you my desire to know what transpired here. You hold the memory. Once I control your mind, I will have you describe everything in exacting detail. Only after that will I eliminate you.” 
 “So…” I said, forcing my sluggish mind to churn out ideas, “what about Beran’s confederates at the Saturn Station?” 
 Sand did not speak right away. The bronze robot holding the comm TV did point it at the dead clones. 
 “I bet those confederates are going to figure out that Beran failed down here,” I said, my mind beginning to work again. “If I were those confederates, I’d leave our Solar System pronto. Then, I’d gather the resources for another try. If I was too frightened to try what Beran did, I would sell the information to somebody with the balls to go for it.” 
 “Your logic is impeccable,” Sand admitted. “I dare not send a spacecraft after them, as the Earthlings might discover that. The CAU is gone, so I have no easy way to doctor various governmental records. I suppose once you’re done telling me the events as they transpired down here—” 
 “You don’t have time for that, Sand. You have to stop the confederates from escaping now. I’m the best man for the task, and you know it.” 
 “How so?” 
 “I’ll use one of their floaters to backtrack the route to the Saturn Station. Jenna can help me, and Kazz if you have him.” 
 “I do not hold the Neanderthal,” Sand said.  “Besides, your plan is out of the question. You are too valuable as a data provider—” 
 “Hey, Sand,” I jeered. “What’s more important to you? That you learn a few things or that you succeed at your holy mission?” 
 “Success is primary,” Sand said. 
 I thumped my chest. “That means you have to let me stop the confederates now.” 
 Sand did not reply right away. After twenty seconds had passed, he said, “You might simply use their spaceship to flee the Solar System. Thus—” 
 “As for that,” I said. “First, you have my word I’ll come back to you. As you suggested, I have uncommon logic and see the necessity of my death. Second, you could send a team of robots along, and they could ensure I return to you after I do my job.” 
 “Why shouldn’t I simply use my robots to complete the task?” Sand asked. “In other words, why do I need you?” 
 I thumped my chest again, wondering if the ancient construct would buy this. “I know things you don’t. I’ve been to the moon base many times. Beran showed me how everything worked.” 
 The last was a lie, about how everything worked. The rest was true. But would Sand know that? 
 “Very well,” Sand said reluctantly. “I will allow this in the interest of the greater mission. But you must not perish during your final task, Logan. I want to know what happened down here.” 
 “Don’t worry about it, Sand. I’m coming back. You can bet on it.” 
 I wondered if the giant metal-head knew I was lying. My mission to the Saturn Station was going to change… I was about to say everything. The next mission—well, let me tell you what happened. 
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 Most of the cleanup, thankfully, proved anticlimactic. Jenna was okay, although she had a headache for the majority of the space mission. The bronze robots Sand lent me as enforcers and as my guards proved a great help, as they overpowered the few surviving Tosks on the backside moon base. 
 I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me tell you what happened in sequential action: We chose two floaters parked at the bottom of the Antarctic tunnel. Rax and I needed about three hours figuring out how to use the transfer mechanism that would get us to the moon. Actually, Rax did all the figuring while I was the hands. 
 Soon, we transferred to the moon. Then we floated around to the backside, took over the under-staffed base and gained control of the giant satellite in orbit around the Earth. The satellite had made the hole in the ice. We now used the beam weapon, this time to cause the giant hole to collapse, hiding the underground Polarion Portal, hopefully, forever. 
 With the Director of the CAU’s help, we figured out the rest of the base’s controls. Sad to say, the Director could only help us while heavily sedated. The rest of the time—well, he was in a bad way. I’ll leave it at that. 
 Using the moon-base controls, we caused the Earth orbital satellite to self-destruct. Afterward, we set the moon base to detonate. It would do that an hour after we left. 
 Once we were ready, we made the great transfer to the Martian moon. Just like before, the robots proved instrumental in taking over. This time, though, there were a few more Tosks. With their beam carbines, the Tosks melted several robots before I managed to get the werewolf-like aliens to surrender. 
 We would take the Tosks with us, as I’d promised to give them passage back to their homeworld. I was lying when I made the promise, as I didn’t have a spaceship to do that, but I hoped the Galactic Guard dreadnought would show up and do the chore for me. 
 The next transfer to the dwarf planet Ceres in the Asteroid Belt went like clockwork, as an old saying goes. One, two, three, we had this down. 
 The only drawback to the mission, at this point, was that I had no idea what had happened to the original Kazz. The Neanderthal had done so much. Now, I had the feeling we were leaving him behind to deal with an upset Sand. 
 We learned soon enough that most of Beran’s confederates had come down to the Polarion Portal. We learned that at the Ceres transfer node. We also figured out how to get the rest of the Tosks to surrender before having to go through a preliminary shootout with them. 
 Our luck turned south at the Saturn Station, however. The confederates that had remained behind there had detached the station from its moon moorings. Afterward, the Antaran folk had boarded the sole spaceship and fled the Solar System. 
 In other words, we’d been too late, at least from Sand’s way of looking at it. 
 We appeared in the floaters at the station transfer point. No one greeted us, and it was dark. 
 “What’s going on?” I asked Rax. “Why isn’t there a reception committee?” 
 “That is unknown,” the crystal said. 
 The control area was deserted, as the confederates had high-tailed it with their Tosks. The same couldn’t be said for the holding cells. In a little less than two hours, we found that they were full of starving CAU personnel. A few of the people had already died. Whether that was from malnutrition or the harsh interrogations, I’m not sure. Either way, it reminded me that Beran and his people could be bastards. 
 I grew frantic as I went from cell to cell, opening each hatch and staring at the sickly people staring back at me. Where was Debby? Was she alive? Had the creeps taken her in the spaceship? I was going out of my mind not knowing. 
 Jenna opened another cell door. I looked in, almost bereft of hope. 
 “Debby!” I cried. 
 My woman lay on a pallet with a thin blanket covering her. She was nothing but skin and bones with horribly sunken cheeks and nearly lifeless eyes. 
 I rushed in and tried to hug her. 
 “No,” Debby whispered in a dry voice. “Don’t look at me like this.” 
 “Don’t be crazy,” I told her, gently moving her blocking arms and hugging her. “I’ve been hunting for you, darling. Now, I’ve found you. I won’t let anyone take you away from me ever again.” 
 I did not see Jenna watching us from the entrance. I didn’t see her turn and leave. Rax did. He told me about it later. 
 Debby was alive, if far too skinny for health’s sake. I’ll let you know right now, she made a full recovery, and I decided in a few days that it was time for me to marry her. 
 Contrary to what I’d told Sand, I wasn’t going back to Earth. That meant I had to trick the remaining bronze robots with us. That proved easy enough, as I locked them in a vault unit. No need to go into the messy details of how I tricked them, just that I did it. 
 Later, I had to figure out what to do with the CAU people. Food and oxygen was only going to last us a few more days. If I let the CAU personnel leave, they could easily get to the Martian moon transfer point. To get from the Martian moon to Earth’s moon—without the moon base there—was questionable. Long distance teleportation needed two stations for a smooth transfer. Without the moon base, their chance of reaching Luna was only thirty-five percent. 
 The answer to the dilemma came a day later as I studied the Saturn Station’s main controls. 
 “Logan,” Rax said. “It has finally happened.” 
 “What’s that, good buddy?” I asked. I was testing a procedure on a control board. 
 “If you would look at Screen Seven,” Rax said. 
 “That’s the one aimed outward, right?” 
 “Yes,” Rax said. 
 I jerked upright because suddenly I realized what Rax was driving at. In a daze, even though I’d been expecting this, I went to Screen 7. In awe, I saw a tiny point of light amid the stars. 
 “Is that what I think it is?” I asked. 
 “I have already been in communications with GGS Dreadnought Ocelot.” 
 “GGS,” I said. “Does that mean Galactic Guard Service?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Why didn’t you tell me before you contacted them?” 
 “I did not want to make you nervous.” Rax said. 
 “Ah…do I have a reason to be nervous?” 
 “You did.” 
 “Why?” I asked, with a suddenly dry mouth. 
 “I was not certain the captain would accept my account of why I promoted you to Galactic Guard affiliate status.” 
 “They’re not going to wipe my memories, are they?” 
 “No, Logan, as the captain has accepted your field promotion. Now, he is going to make you an official member of the Galactic Guard. I have to inform you, though…” 
 “What is it now, Rax?” 
 “You do not desire to ever go back to Earth, do you?” 
 “With Sand waiting for me? Not hardly.” 
 “Do Jenna and Debby feel the same way?” 
 My stomach tightened. “Get to the point, Rax.” 
 “The captain of the Ocelot has agreed to allow them both a temporary affiliate status. If they pass the tests, they can also join the Guard.” 
 I studied that distant point of light. I witnessed the mighty thrusters slowing the warship from light-speed. 
 “You’ve already figured it out,” I said. “If Debby, Jenna and I return to Earth, Sand will assassinate us in time.” 
 “Yes,” Rax said. 
 “What about the Tosks? What about the CAU personnel? What about—?” 
 The hatch opened and Jenna stepped in. She seemed to know something was up. She moved toward me, staring at the growing point of light on Screen 7.  
 “Is that the Guard ship?” she asked. 
 “GGS Dreadnought Ocelot,” I said. “Do you want to join the Galactic Guard?” 
 Jenna stared at me until finally a shy smile broke out. “You’d allow that?” she asked. 
 I nodded. 
 “Then yes,” she said. 
 We watched the Guard ship. As we did, Rax told us the dreadnought would take the Tosks home. It would make sure the CAU personnel returned to Earth. They would have certain memories wiped away, though. The Ocelot’s medical team would even cure the Director. 
 I smiled. I was going to marry Debby and join the Galactic Guard as a space cadet. Rax informed me that I was going to do my training on Dreadnought Ocelot, as each Guard ship did its own recruiting and training. I would— 
 Naw, that’s a story for another day. The point, as I watched Screen 7, was that my ship had finally come in. I’d had wild adventures on Earth, stopping various alien invaders. Now, I was graduating to a tougher outfit. Only time would tell how that would work out for me. 
 I have to say, I was looking forward to it. I patted Jenna on the shoulder and headed for the hatch. 
 “Where are you going?” she said. 
 “I have to tell Debby the good news,” I said. 
 The hatch opened, and I walked out. In a second, I started to run. I wanted to tell Debby the news as fast as I could. 
   

THE END

   

To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed Invaders: The Antaran. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
   
 —Vaughn Heppner 
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