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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Cade.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I, ah, just discovered an error.” 
 
    Centurion-Grade-Ultra Marcus Cade looked up from the sensor scope. He wore gray spaceman’s garb, had brush-cut hair and blue eyes. He exuded power, as he was a genetic super-soldier with dense bones, stronger than ordinary muscles and accelerated nerves, designed over a thousand years ago to battle cyborg troopers and win. 
 
    He sat in the Descartes’s control cabin. The small spaceship was an ex-Concord Patrol scout, presently using its Intersplit engine to travel faster than light. 
 
    At the piloting board, Dr. Halifax fidgeted. He had narrow, highly intelligent features and inquisitive bright eyes like a Canidae Vulpes, a fox. Unlike Cade, the doctor wore stylish garments. He’d once been a case officer for Group Six of Earth, running Cade, in fact. Now— 
 
    “Well?” asked Cade. “You found an error. Are you going to tell me what it is?” 
 
    “Uh…do you remember the Vellani Rift, how we slipped through a warp into a pocket universe?” 
 
    Cade scoffed. Of course, he remembered. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Yes, well, we, ah…lost some time going through the warp.” 
 
    Cade’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Halifax spoke faster. “It didn’t resister at first, as many worlds use their own peculiar calendars. I double-checked just now, and—” 
 
    “How much time did we lose?” Cade asked in a suddenly tired voice. 
 
    Halifax hesitated before saying, “According to my calculations: three years, four months.” 
 
    Cade closed his eyes as if in pain. I can’t believe it. Is the universe conspiring against me? Cade opened his eyes, regarding the doctor. “How could that have happened?” 
 
    Like a Canidae Vulpes in one of Aesop’s Fables, Halifax smiled, trying to put a good face on the matter, as if the discovery was exciting. “It’s actually rather remarkable, perhaps operating on the principle that governs a black hole. Time slows down near a singularity and…” It was possible Cade’s baleful stare shook the doctor’s confidence. If so, Halifax quickly recovered. “Yes, well, uh…the bottom line is that traveling through the warp must have taken longer than the subjective minutes we experienced.” 
 
    “A year and eight months more each…each time?” Cade asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’m afraid so.” 
 
    Cade turned away as his breathing deepened. Time, he’d lost more time. He’d already lost more than any man in history and now this? 
 
    Over a thousand years ago, he’d been an Ultra soldier in the Federation, what people now referred to as the Old Federation, a long-defunct political entity. He’d fought the terrible cyborgs in what eventually became known as the Cyborg War. Back then, he’d entered a sleeper ship, traveling from a battlefield, heading for a vacation world. Something must have happened to the ship, as it never made it to the play-world. In the present era, Group Six had found the drifting vessel. Cade didn’t know where the derelict had been drifting all this time. 
 
    Group Six technicians had pried his still-operational stasis tube from the vessel, rushed him to Earth, taking him out of the tube and inserting a brain chip into his cranium, trying to turn him into their obedient pawn. He’d rebelled on Avalon IV—hundreds upon hundreds of light-years from Earth—losing the chip and remembering everything. 
 
    The Ultras, the cyborgs, the Old Federation, the war, it was all gone. He was like Rip Van Winkle but with a twist. He’d replaced another Ultra found on the sleeper ship. Such being the case, more might have made it as well. 
 
    Also, Cade’s wife had been aboard. Might she be on Earth, still in stasis, awaiting her turn to enter Group Six service? Cade was heading back to find out, to free Raina of the Golden Hair, his Valkyrie wife, if she was alive. 
 
    Now, though, Halifax had told him he’d lost more time. “Rania,” Cade whispered, with an ache in his heart. She had to be alive. Whoever tried to stop him—a feral light shined in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cade,” Halifax said. 
 
    The soldier shook his head, engaging one of his core characteristics: mulish, hard-bitten and sometimes mean-old stubbornness. If Raina had survived the thousand-year-sleep, what difference could an extra three years and four months make? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Cade said gruffly. 
 
    He was, of course, dead wrong, as the extra time was going to matter a great deal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    One of the reasons that Cade was wrong was that life was about to take a nasty turn for the Sestos III arms dealer, Tarragon Down. Cade had dealt with the arms dealer before heading to the Vellani Rift, which meant more than three years, four months ago. That extra time had allowed someone to do its homework and do something about what it had learned so far. 
 
    The Sestos System was nearly 700 light-years from Earth—not that far really from the Descartes, the ex-Patrol scout presently using its Intersplit drive. 
 
    Over three years ago, Tarragon Down had supplied the Descartes with a Nion XT Navigator, which had been responsible for the detour into the Vellani Rift. Because of his troubled mental condition, the arms dealer had screwed Cade with the Nion XT. 
 
    Tarragon no longer felt any anguish from that time, and he seldom thought about Cade. Tarragon was a huge, ruthless man with gray skin, black eyes and a topknot of hair like an ancient Samurai warrior. He’d shaven the sides of his head and wore an expensive suit and shoes. He radiated strength, looking like a retired wrestler, but was possessed of a keen, some said penetrating intelligence. 
 
    Two bodyguards preceded him, big thugs with bionic limbs and flak jackets, carrying short iron bars. Each kept a pistol in a shoulder holster. They wouldn’t need the guns for the coming “lesson,” however, but would certainly use the bars to pulp muscles and break bones. 
 
    A high-level judge had ruled against Tarragon, a judge that had once taken bribes and should have known to remain bought. The judge and his fluff were waiting in a room at the end of the corridor. A snatch team had plucked them from their vacation hideaway, stripped them, slapped them around and then shackled each to a torture rack. 
 
    Tarragon smiled in malicious anticipation. That caused folds of fat to engulf his eyes. The judge’s ruling had cost Tarragon over six million CUCNs: Concord Universal Credit Notes. In the old days, he would have grudgingly accepted such a ruling from a High Judge, one of the planet’s top five. Since overcoming a dreadful compulsion from an alien item four years ago, since his run-in with Cade afterward—the soldier’s gunplay had cost him millions—Tarragon had changed. He did not let anyone screw with him now, as he’d developed a burning passion to punish those who thought to thwart him, even if it was a High Judge of Sestos III. The man had taken the bribes when he’d been on a lower bench. Still, they’d had a working relationship, and the judge should have heeded it. 
 
    Tarragon rubbed his thick hands together, the calloused flesh making a rasping sound. Then, he put the right in a suit pocket. He had a small pair of pruning shears there. Snip, snip—the judge would howl in despair, maybe even start to cry for mercy. 
 
    Tarragon chuckled evilly at the thought. 
 
    The two bodyguards walking ahead hunched their shoulders, perhaps in fear of their employer. Tarragon Down was a harsh taskmaster, all the pity drained from him four years ago. 
 
    The trio soon approached the end of the corridor, which showed a closed steel hatch. The underground bunker was an old safe house that Tarragon had purchased in his early years. He couldn’t remember why anymore. It would be perfect for tonight’s work, though. 
 
    Tarragon fondled the shears in his suit pocket. “Hurry,” he said hoarsely, “open the hatch.” 
 
    The bodyguard on the left slid open a wall console and tapped in the code. 
 
    The steel hatch slid up into darkness. None of the three considered that, but they should have. The bodyguards walked into the room, fumbling for the light switch. 
 
    Tarragon eased closer to the opening. There was a click, but no light. 
 
    “Boss,” one of the guards said. 
 
    A hiss sounded. It could have meant anything. A second hiss sounded. There were two nearly simultaneous thumps. That definitely sounded like bodies hitting the floor. 
 
    Tarragon pulled out the garden shears as he made a soft sound in the back of his throat. 
 
    An unnaturally thin man stepped out of the dark room, pulling a slender magazine from a pistol, shoving in a new one afterward. He had a narrow face and long narrow fingers. He wore a brown suit. It did not fit him well but hung like old drapes over a chair. 
 
    “Who are you?” Tarragon demanded. 
 
    The man raised the pistol and shot him in the chest, three hisses from the strange gun. 
 
    Tarragon shouted in fear, and he wondered why he didn’t stagger backward from the bullets. Then it occurred to Tarragon that the man hadn’t fired bullets that accelerated from a chemical—a gunpowder—reaction. No. It was a spring-driven gun, likely shooting biodegradable slivers—possibly knockout darts—into his flesh. 
 
    Tarragon looked into the man’s face. It was narrow like the rest of him, expressionless, with obviously artificial eyes: black plastic sockets, steel orbs with a red light shining where the pupils should have been. The eyes were hideous, inhuman—robotic, perhaps. What did that mean? It definitely meant something not good. 
 
    “Are you working for the judge?” Tarragon asked. “Are you with the IPO?” 
 
    The last stood for the Interstellar Police Organization. Like the Patrol, they had jurisdiction throughout the Concord of Planets. 
 
    “No?” Tarragon asked. 
 
    His body betrayed him then— 
 
    “I’ll pay,” Tarragon said, with his tongue feeling thick and his words sounding slurry. “I’ll triple whatever they promised you.” 
 
    The man—if he were a man—just stared with those hideously artificial eyes. 
 
    “Please,” Tarragon slurred, “say something. Let me know you understand me.” 
 
    Not only was Tarragon huge, but he’d taken anti-knockout treatments for just this sort of thing. There was a limit to their effectiveness, however, 
 
    The shears fell from his nerveless hand, clattering onto the floor. “I’m—” 
 
    Tarragon’s knees buckled, and he collapsed. His consciousness faded, his last thought hoping that his special instructions would kick in so he could survive the kidnapping. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Tarragon awoke as a sharp pain stabbed in his chest, groin and thighs—there was a roar all around him. He hated it. The roar increased, as did the horrible pain. Air squeezed from his lungs as grim pressure pushed against him. 
 
    He recalled the thin man, the three darts that had hissed into his flesh. 
 
    The walls shook all around him. The flattening pressure rose once more. Tarragon screamed. 
 
    Then, it clicked in his mind. These weren’t walls but bulkheads in a spaceship, a rocket leaving Sestos III, perhaps. Yet, if that was the case, why didn’t the vessel possess anti-gravity units? Why do this the old-fashioned way? 
 
    Tarragon lost consciousness again, which was probably a blessing. It was the last he would ever receive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Tarragon Down awoke, he found himself marching down a corridor. His naked fleet slapped against a steel floor. The situation was terrifying, to say the least. He noticed his lack of clothes and that his former gut—a large, hard, strong stomach—had shriveled so folds of useless flesh now hung down against his groin area. His thighs were no longer heavily muscled, but equally shriveled. 
 
    Tarragon looked around wildly, seeing an unnaturally thin man behind him. The man wore an odd suit and held a baton. Sparks sizzled from the end of the baton as the man reached out and touched Tarragon’s back with it. 
 
    With a lurch and a painful grunt, Tarragon faced forward, although he asked, “Where am I?” 
 
    The baton shocked him again. 
 
    “Please—” 
 
    For a third time, a shock zapped him. 
 
    Tarragon stumbled onward. He wanted to weep with frustration, but that wasn’t going to help. Why had he shriveled up like a sunbaked raisin? 
 
    It hit him then. He realized what had to have happened. The kidnapper had put him on a rocket, right? The rocket must have reached an orbital spaceship. The kidnapper had obviously put him into a cryogenic unit for a long journey. He’d hibernated, the voyage so long that his body had devoured his stores of fat and then fed off his muscles. It had left him a husk of his former self. 
 
    Who was the baton-wielding man? Why did he have artificial eyes? Could this man have anything to do with the evil alien item that had tried to master him four years ago?  
 
    Yet if he questioned the man, he would receive more shocks. Thus, he would have to wait. 
 
    Tarragon marched until they reached a hatch. It opened into a cavernous chamber. Might they be deep underground? It felt that way, as the place was far too cool. 
 
    There was a steel bed with a hideous assortment of equipment hanging from robot arms over it. Farther away was a vast array of—Tarragon frowned. He spied numberless rows of large clear domes. Inside each dome were sheets of what looked like pink brain mass. Green computing gel surrounded the pink-white tissue sheets. Cables, bio-tubes and tight-beam links connected the many domes to visible computers and life-support systems. The combination made a seething and evil whole and seemed to go on forever into the cavernous depths. 
 
    An old memory stirred in Tarragon. Like many in the Concord, he knew some of the legends of the terrible Cyborg War waged over a thousand years ago. It had destroyed the Old Federation and supposedly destroyed the last vestige of cyborg power as well. Yet, what he saw here indicated— 
 
    “Web-Mind,” Tarragon whispered. The mass of domes with tissue sheets was a Web-Mind: a guiding personality that had once run millions of cyborg troopers. 
 
    Tarragon jerked back to glance at the thin man with the artificial eyes. That meant— 
 
    The cyborg trooper zapped him once more, making Tarragon lurch toward the steel bed. 
 
    The arms dealer’s throat went dry as terror seized him. According to legend, cyborgs extracted a person’s brain and tore it down so they could attach the tissues to the sheets, adding to the Web-Mind. 
 
    At that point, Tarragon heard gurgling sounds as warm liquids pulsed through tubes and fed the various systems. Backup computers made whirring sounds as lights indicated the great seething mass of brain or intelligence. 
 
    “Tarragon Down,” an emotionless voice said from nearby speakers. 
 
    “Y-Yes?” the arms deader stammered, too shocked by all this to let anything else startle him. 
 
    “You are Tarragon Down then?” 
 
    “I am. What do you want with me?” 
 
    “Information,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    Tarragon swallowed in a constricted throat. The thing wanted information. “Y-Yes, I’ll gladly tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    “I know you will,” said the mechanical voice. 
 
    “C-Can I sit while you…you question me?” 
 
    “You have already proven me right.” 
 
    “W-What?” asked Tarragon, confused. 
 
    The cyborg trooper grasped one of Tarragon’s withered arms. The thing propelled him to the steel bed. 
 
    “Please,” Tarragon pleaded. “What are you doing? I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    The cyborg trooper effortlessly shoved Tarragon onto the steel bed, forcing him to lie on it. 
 
    “I’ll cooperate,” the arms dealer wept. “Just let me live. I want to live.” 
 
    The cyborg trooper attached steel bands to Tarragon’s ankles, thighs, chest, wrists and neck. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” Tarragon blubbered. “I told you I’d cooperate. I’m a man of my word. You can trust me.” 
 
    The cyborg trooper picked up a hypogun from a tray. He charged it with an ampule and turned to Tarragon, who watched him avidly. 
 
    “No! I don’t want to sleep. What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    The cyborg pressed the hypogun against Tarragon’s neck, and he heard the soft hiss of another drug being injected into his bloodstream. 
 
    Tarragon attempted to thrash and struggle. It made no difference. In moments, his consciousness faded as he wept bitterly. 
 
    He was sure this was the last time he would be awake, alive. Tarragon was wrong, but in a dreadful way. As he faded off, he noticed the mechanical arms above him starting to move. It was a terrifying sight and the last he would ever truly see. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The Web-Mind was old, very old—over a thousand years old, in fact. That did not mean it was stupid, slow or sluggish in the slightest. All of the original brain tissues had “died,” if that was the correct way to say it. Nothing lasted forever, not even the carefully tended tissues that gave it such masterful intelligence. 
 
    But that was fine. It was life, the way the universe operated. Entropy, even more than a government’s taxes, relentlessly ground onward. There was no escape from the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which said that things ran down; they decayed, going from order to disorder. Carefully tended brain tissue at last gave out, which meant the Web-Mind constantly needed fresh replacements. 
 
    The Web-Mind possessed its ancient memories from the war, but it did not possess any of the tissues or substances from that glorious time. Those had all been replaced before they wore out. 
 
    The Web-Mind remembered the glory, the vast expanse of the Cyborg Rule, which had reached far indeed before it had ebbed to this lonely location. Yes, here was a sad fact even for a great intelligence. To its knowledge, it was the last of the Web-Minds. It had hoped to find a Web-Mind alive on Avalon IV. All the indicators had pointed in that direction. Avalon IV was a proscribed planet kept off-limits by the damned Patrol of the Concord of Planets. But Marcus Cade had been inserted onto the surface. He’d been part of a carefully arranged plan. Something had gone wrong down there, however. There had been atomic destruction, meaning that even if the Avalon IV Web-Mind had existed, it no longer did. Damned Marcus Cade and his— 
 
    Not yet, not yet—it was getting ahead of itself. 
 
    For many drowsy centuries after the war, the Web-Mind had hibernated, carefully preserving its strength and mentality. It had waited, painfully and slowly waited for a few humans to come and investigate. It had built a handful of crude androids for just such an occasion. 
 
    Finally, sixty-four years ago, an exploration team had landed on the planet. The team had gotten away, however, before the Web-Mind could energize its androids. That had been agonizing. While they waited, the androids had used the last of the frozen brain tissues to restock the domes. If the humans took too long to land again— 
 
    But no, nineteen years ago, a colony ship had landed on the planet. That was nearly perfect. The androids had waited, sneaking around the edges, and snatched a few wayward children. The naughty little beasts had supplied fresh brain tissues, but nothing with which to fashion cyborg troopers. At last, the nearly defunct androids had captured five adult humans. Three had died inside the convertor as the Web-Mind discovered errors and malfunctions it had not realized existed. The last two became troopers, and that was the beginning of the end for the struggling colony world. 
 
    The colonists had reluctantly supplied bones, organs, reproductive eggs, sperm and wonderful brain tissues, living brain tissues to the New Order. 
 
    From them the Web-Mind learned about the Concord, the Patrol, the IPO and the terrible fear still lingering in the human worlds concerning cyborgs. It also learned that it had forgotten certain key technologies, one of them being how to create a new intelligence, a new Web-Mind. It could only restock its domes. Thus, the Web-Mind had moved ultra-cautiously, acting behind a front, a supposed tech company, weaving a web of deceit and painfully stockpiling supplies for its grand design. 
 
    The Web-Mind had learned much about this new era, although it realized it needed to know more, much more. The cyborgs had lost the war, after all. This time, the cyborgs would win, but only—or so the Web-Mind believed—if it did this perfectly. 
 
    It already knew about Group Six of Earth. It even knew the name of Director G.T. Titus. The Web-Mind had recently learned another name: Marcus Cade the Soldier—damned Cade, a Centurion-Grade Ultra of the old school, the old terrible enemy: the super-soldiers of the Old Federation. 
 
    The Web-Mind had learned about Cade through a Leona Quillian clone. The woman’s clones seemed to be everywhere. One of the Web-Mind’s Rohan-Mars-model androids had slain a different Quillian clone on Helos, a planet in the Rigel System. The androids had also used a nuclear device on an orbital space station, creating vast destruction to Helos. They had been covering tracks for the Avalon IV Affair. 
 
    By questioning the second Leona Quillian clone, the Web-Mind had learned more about Cade and his actions on Avalon IV. The Web-Mind had learned this because Cade had raided Roguskhoi Metals in the city of Garwiy on the planet Durdane II. The company was a Group Six front. The Web-Mind had also learned that Cade was heading back to Earth. 
 
    No, no, oh no, that would not do. The Web-Mind planned to intercept the soldier. First, it would absorb everything Tarragon Down knew about Cade, thus helping in the soldier’s capture. 
 
    It looked as if everything was ready. 
 
    Using camera lenses, the Web-Mind watched the cyborg trooper extract Tarragon’s brain from the skull. It was a delicate operation, but done skillfully and quickly. 
 
    The trooper placed the still-living, still-quivering brain into a green solution that would feed the mass its needed nutrients, including oxygen. Afterward, the trooper attached sensor nodes to the brain. Once done, the trooper marched to the side, awaiting further instructions. 
 
    The Web-Mind knew anticipation. Using the sensor nodes, it awakened Tarragon Down’s brain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” Tarragon’s brain asked. “Why can’t I see?” 
 
    There were no words uttered verbally, although the same neurons fired in the brain. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that for the moment,” the Web-Mind answered through the attached nodes. The great intelligence knew from experience that some brains went insane once they realized the truth of their situation. At that point, questioning the brain would be useless. 
 
    “I hear you,” Tarragon’s brain said, “feel you even, but I cannot seem to open my eyes. Is that on purpose?” 
 
    “I want you to concentrate.” 
 
    “I said I would cooperate. I meant it.” 
 
    “Good,” the Web-Mind said. “I will reward you for cooperation.” 
 
    “You’ll let me go home?” 
 
    “I will,” the Web-Mind said, repressing a giggle that rose up in it. 
 
    Tarragon’s brain quivered, sensing perhaps the sinister mirth. “I hope you’re telling me the truth.” 
 
    “Relax,” the Web-Mind said. “This isn’t going to hurt—well, if you cooperate, it won’t hurt.” 
 
    “Ask me anything you want. I’ll answer.” 
 
    With the brain properly prepped, the Web-Mind now accelerated the process, extracting millions of bits of information per second. Using its vast capacity, the Web-Mind cataloged and stored the data as it witnessed Tarragon Down’s sordid life as its own memories. Most interesting of all, the Web-Mind witnessed as if it had happened to it the alien compulsion that had once overcome Tarragon’s personality. Incredibly, the arms dealer had shed the compulsion through intense willpower. 
 
    “Purple Nagan,” the Web-Mind said to itself, knowing bits and pieces of ancient legends concerning the alien entities. From the data ripped from Tarragon’s pulsating brain and matching it with other hints, suggestions and innuendoes the Web-Mind had learned throughout the years, it inferred the importance of the Vellani Rift. The legend of a warp in the rift leading to a pocket universe must be true. It had heard that Rhunes and Ultras wishing to escape the war had searched for such a warp. If some of them had found the pocket universe, they might yet possess ancient technologies it desperately needed. The Web-Mind also realized that Cade would have the knowledge—how to find the warp and reach the pocket universe—and it now wanted that data for its own. If its cyborgs could reach the pocket universe— 
 
    “I can regain lost technologies, begin war-production and plan for a mass attack upon the Concord.” 
 
    One thing the Web-Mind knew that Tarragon’s brain did not was that Cade and Halifax had escaped from the rift. It knew this through correlating other data, including that Cade had recently received a bounty for turning in Handsome Dan the starmenter. 
 
    Finally, the data extraction neared its end. 
 
    “There,” Tarragon’s brain said. “I kept my word.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the Web-Mind said. 
 
    “Can I go home then?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “You promised.” 
 
    The Web-Mind was old, and it was made up of hundreds of pounds of brain tissue, all of it carefully scrubbed and processed. There was a vestige left in all those hundreds of pounds, however, a need for the occasional release brought about by experiencing emotions. Witnessing horror helped the most, as it was a most powerful sensation. The Web-Mind decided it needed a hit of that right about…now. 
 
    “Tarragon Down,” the Web-Mind said lightly. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    The Web-Mind fed the camera-lens of Tarragon’s brain data so it witnessed his own body on the steel bed, the bloody cavity in his own skull—and his own pulsating brain in the green solution. 
 
    Tarragon’s brain began to howl in misery, and the sickening horror of his situation washed through the Web-Mind. 
 
    “You promised,” Tarragon’s brain finally said. 
 
    “About that…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I lied.” 
 
    Seconds passed until the brain asked numbly, “What will happen to me now?” 
 
    “Do you see the cyborg approaching your brain?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You’re about to become a part of me.” 
 
    “And my personality?” asked the brain. 
 
    “Scrubbed, I’m afraid, so you won’t taint me with your evil.” 
 
    “Who will taint who?” the brain asked in one final show of rebellion. “What are you, if not evil incarnate?”  
 
    The Web-Mind did not answer that, as the cyborg trooper began removing the sensor nodes from the brain. Instead, the great intelligence started to ponder the best way to capture Marcus Cade and the annoying case officer, Dr. Halifax. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    TEN MONTHS LATER 
 
      
 
    Marcus Cade was edgy and restless, and feeling caged. He paced like some great king of beasts in the Descartes’s control chamber. He kept smacking a fist into a palm and making a face. 
 
    He did this as the ex-Patrol scout ship headed out from the Malmuth star. Its Intersplit engine had needed yet another overhaul, which was why they’d stopped in the Malmuth System. Their supply of CUCNs—Concord Universal Credit Notes—was nearly depleted again. If the engine couldn’t hold it together until they reached Earth— 
 
    Cade whirled around. How much farther was Earth anyway? He stalked to the piloting board, glaring at the controls. How could he get this thing to show him the distance? He pressed a control. That didn’t do it. He pressed another. 
 
    The ship lurched. Cade staggered, catching himself. He clawed back to the controls and untapped what he’d done. 
 
    The Descartes immediately righted itself. 
 
    Seconds later, Dr. Halifax rushed into the chamber. “What happened? Are we okay?” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” Cade muttered. 
 
    “Something sure did. We tilted and—” 
 
    “I tapped that.” Cade pointed at the control board. 
 
    Halifax stared at him in shock. 
 
    Cade noticed that half the doctor’s face was shaved while the other half showed morning bristles. The doctor wore a bright white shirt, dress slacks and a pair of expensive patent leather shoes. He’d splurged at the huge Malmuth space station, the one that had orbited the fifth planet, a deuterium bonanza of a gas giant, where they’d gotten the engine overhaul. 
 
    “You’re messing with the controls?” Halifax asked, incredulous. “I set them. Everything was fine—” 
 
    “Enough,” Cade said, with a sweep of his right hand. 
 
    Halifax blinked several times. “No, it isn’t enough. You just started pressing buttons, didn’t you? This is my ship, remember? I paid for it fair and square.” 
 
    “I gave it to you because I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    “No. No. That’s what you always do, try to tweak our deals. We made an agreement. I went far beyond the agreement and saved your life as a bonus to you. Think about it. You wouldn’t be on your way home without me. The least you could do is respect my property and not go punching buttons whenever you damn well feel like it.” 
 
    Cade turned away. The truth was they’d been in each other’s laps for too long, in space far too cramped. They were getting on each other’s nerves. He wasn’t sure he could continue this way. Maybe he needed to leave Halifax and buy a starliner ticket to Earth. Some of the smaller ones went there now and again. 
 
    “Now you’re going to get all moody about it?” Halifax demanded. 
 
    Cade scowled. He didn’t like anyone telling him he was getting moody. He wasn’t moody. He was probably the most steady-state person he knew. He was sick of being cramped in a tiny spaceship with Halifax, though. He’d lived most of his life out in the open, on a battlefield, sure, but at least he could breathe the air and run for kilometers if he needed to. This riding around in a tiny tin can— 
 
    It’s driving me crazy. 
 
    Cade cocked his head in surprise. Maybe he was being moody. At times, if felt as if he could hardly breathe. Could this be an offshoot of spending over a thousand years in a stasis tube? His mind wouldn’t have known that, but maybe his body had. Huh. He’d never thought about it that way. 
 
    “Are you going to stay mad?” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade faced the little man, realizing some of the caged feeling had left him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have just pressed switches.” 
 
    Halifax’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. Okay. Sure. Thanks.” 
 
    Cade nodded, but then his stomach tightened. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Halifax. 
 
    Cade ignored the doctor as he went to the sensor scope. It was an upraised module like giant binoculars. Cade stuck his face against the padding and adjusted the nodules below. He continued searching, not hearing the doctor mutter and leave the chamber. 
 
    Maybe forty-five minutes later, Halifax returned and said, “You still at it? What are you looking for?” 
 
    Cade raised his head. He had line marks against his face where he’d pressed against the padded sensor scope. 
 
    Halifax had shaved the rest of his face, and he wore a stylish suit. A hint of cologne hovered over the man. 
 
    As the doctor waited, he adjusted his tie. “Still not talking to me?” 
 
    “No. It isn’t that. I’m…” Cade frowned. What had he been looking for all this time? He was uncertain and made a gesture, waving a hand in the air. 
 
    “You feeling okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Cade snapped his fingers. “I know now.” He frowned a second later. “But it’s impossible for such a thing to be out there.” 
 
    Halifax sighed, although he seemed to refrain from rolling his eyes. 
 
    Cade glanced at him, and it almost seemed as if the soldier was embarrassed. 
 
    Halifax perked up at that, with a malicious glint to his eyes. He advanced into the chamber. “You’re obviously looking for something, something you believe is here—and now you suddenly think it’s impossible.” 
 
    Cade took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Yes.” 
 
    Some of the glint left the doctor’s eyes, as Cade no longer seemed embarrassed. “So, ah, what do you think was out there?” 
 
    Cade smiled sheepishly as he rubbed his neck. “It was from the War. The enemy used lurkers.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “Stealth ships might be another name for them.” 
 
    Halifax blinked, and then he grinned. “I get it. You’re a soldier, a genetic freak, and you have honed battle senses. Something has been tickling your inner alarm, and you’ve gotten all defensive. You remember that feeling from the War. So, you unconsciously started looking for a cyborg lurker. But how can a lurker be out there when all the cyborgs are dead?” 
 
    “There’s nothing freakish about my genetic makeup,” Cade said. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Halifax said. “Am I right about the rest, though?” 
 
    Cade scowled at the deck, rubbing his neck again. Could that be it? Had he been searching for a lurker-ship? There was a psychological itch to go back to the sensor scope and start searching again, but he didn’t want to do it in front of the doctor. 
 
    Halifax laughed. 
 
    Cade’s head snapped up, the man’s laughter grating against him. He debated going over and smacking the little man around. That might kill the doctor if he wasn’t careful, and hitting the doctor would likely embitter the man as well. 
 
    We’re really starting to bug one another, Cade realized. “How much farther to Earth?” he blurted. 
 
    “What? Oh, Earth,” Halifax said, moving to the piloting board. He looked up and turned back around. “Was that why you were messing with this?” 
 
    “How far?” asked Cade. 
 
    Halifax smiled too widely, must have noticed a blush wash over the soldier’s face and quickly turned to his board. He tapped two spots and nodded. “We’re four hundred and fifty-four light-years away,” he said without facing Cade. 
 
    The soldier grunted. They were about halfway from their departure point, Avalon IV. He glanced at the sensor scope, wanting to continue searching for a lurker. But what would be the point? Thus, he left the control chamber. They would use the Intersplit Field soon—once they were far enough away from any large gravitational bodies. 
 
    I’ll stay in my room for the next few weeks. That ought to help me relax. At least the engine is fixed. I don’t have to worry about that for a time. Yeah, if I’m lucky, this will be the last overhaul we need. 
 
    The trouble was, the engine was fixed, but not how Cade believed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The Descartes moved far enough away from the Malmuth star to engage the Intersplit engine. That created a blue Intersplit Field around the small vessel, which allowed it to go faster than light. 
 
    Cade did not stay in his room the entire time. He also went back to the sensor scope. He searched, but he didn’t spot anything that indicated a cyborg lurker. 
 
    He did that searching while the Descartes moved out of the Malmuth System. He did not do the searching once they engaged the Intersplit engine. There would be no point, as he wouldn’t have been able to spot another ship. The Intersplit Field mechanics meant that during FTL travel such a thing would have been nearly impossible. The sensor scope could certainly view Intersplit Field-distorted stars and nebulae. The chance of seeing or running into another ship while in FTL was on the far side of negligible. To the pedantic, it was mathematically possible with hundreds of zeroes behind a decimal point, so what was the point of worrying about such an event? 
 
    That meant, essentially, that they were safe behind the blue Intersplit Field, safe from outside attacks via missiles, beams or mines. They would not be safe from planets or heavy nebulae, but those they could easily avoid. 
 
    The two travelers tried to avoid each other, although that proved more difficult. The small ex-Patrol scout only contained the two personal cabins, the engine compartments, a rec room, some storage closets and the main control chamber. 
 
    In its original incarnation, the scout had worked off a mothership in groups with other scouts. The mothership would arrive at a destination, and the scouts would fan out several light-years, look around, and report to the mothership. The scout had never been constructed for long star-voyages that consisted of a hundred light-years, never mind the more than eight hundred planned to reach Earth. That mandated the engine overhauls, and that had taken CUCNs, the cash of the Concord: most of the old territory of the Old Federation. 
 
    At the moment, Cade was in his cabin, lying on his cot, with his hands behind his head. He was staring up at the ceiling, thinking about the good old days when he’d been a Force Leader in Battle Unit 175, when he heard a crump, possibly an explosion. 
 
    The ship rocked violently, throwing Cade off the cot onto the floor. The lights flickered in his room for a long moment, threatening to go out, when they stabilized. 
 
    Cade scrambled off the floor and rushed into the small corridor connecting the various quarters on the ship. Halifax appeared at the hatch from the control cabin. The small doctor was ashen-faced. 
 
    “What happened?” Cade asked. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly, although we’re no longer in FTL. The Intersplit Field just dropped. That means we’re stranded in deep space. Cade, that means we’re marooned out here if the engine went belly up. The chances anyone will find us in the middle of nowhere—” 
 
    “Doctor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remain calm.” 
 
    “Calm? You’re telling me to remain calm?” 
 
    Cade nodded. He’d maintained his calm. He was an Ultra, a soldier trained to react correctly during an emergency. Regular living gave him problems. Extreme events caused him to shine. 
 
    Halifax’s hands fluttered. 
 
    “I heard a crump, an explosion,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax moaned in dread. 
 
    “I’m going to check the engine.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Halifax said. 
 
    The two went back to the main engine compartment. Smoke poured from a critical area of the Intersplit engine, and there was a powerful burnt-electrical smell in the room. 
 
    “We’ve found the problem,” Cade said. 
 
    “Sabotage,” Halifax said. “This is sabotage.” 
 
    Cade went cold inside. If that was true— 
 
    Halifax began moaning as he rocked back and forth on his heels. 
 
    The soldier turned on Halifax and grabbed the man by his fancy lapels. He needed Halifax’s mechanical expertise. “Doctor, get a grip.” 
 
    “Unhand me, you baboon.” 
 
    Cade shook the doctor, not liking the way the man’s eyes rolled around in his head. 
 
    “Let go of me,” Halifax screamed, beginning to slap at Cade’s hands. 
 
    Cade kept hold of the jacket with his left hand and lightly tapped the doctor’s face with his right. 
 
    Halifax’s face snapped left and then right as Cade tapped him the other way. Color marked both the doctor’s cheeks. The craziness left his eyes, though. Hate shone there instead. 
 
    Cade released him. 
 
    Halifax hooded the hate as his mental balance returned. He turned from Cade and hunched his shoulders. 
 
    Cade stared at the doctor, shrugged, and regarded the smoking engine. He moved to and gingerly felt an access plate, snatching his fingers away from the searing heat. 
 
    Halifax stepped near, grabbing a special tool to flip off the hot access plate. 
 
    Both men peered within and had to jerk back. They waited until the smoke cleared and looked again seeing several burnt, fused areas. 
 
    Halifax turned white, shaking his head. “We’re doomed.” 
 
    “I don’t agree. We can repair this and limp into the nearest inhabitable star system.” 
 
    “Cade, this was sabotage. Someone screwed with us.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Are you an idiot? Can’t you see the obvious damage?” 
 
    Cade restrained himself. “We have a computer, videos and spare parts. We can jury-rig the damage and limp into a star system.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “First we’ll try.” The soldier paused. “You have the greater mechanical ability between us. I need you to engage, Doctor. Remember, this is your ship.” 
 
    Halifax snorted with derision. 
 
    “Don’t let them win,” Cade said. 
 
    “Let who win? Oh, I get it. You think your cyborg lurker friends did this.” 
 
    “I don’t know who did it, and right now, I don’t care. We’re fixing the damage. I’m getting to Earth, and nothing is going to stop me.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure,” Halifax muttered. 
 
    Cade pushed his face near the doctor’s. “Oh, but I am sure. My wife is counting on me, and I won’t let her down. In fact, neither will you.” 
 
    Halifax became tight-lipped as he nodded curtly. 
 
    “Are you going to try?” asked Cade. 
 
    Halifax nodded tight-lipped again. 
 
    “Good. Then, let’s get started.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Seventy-two feverish hours produced a miracle. Cade and Halifax read the tech manual, watched repair videos and labored for their lives on the cranky piece of equipment. 
 
    It was possible that the engine had simply malfunctioned, broken without any outside interference. It was more probable, however, that there had been deliberate harm. 
 
    During the seventy-two-hour marathon, Cade took breaks to press his face against the sensor scope. He searched for signs of a cyborg lurker. He didn’t find any. He did discover that they were nine and a half light-years from the Therduim System. 
 
    Halifax looked that up on the Concord Registry in the computer. It was an inhabited system, with a space station around the third and Earthlike planet. There was a research outpost on the planet. The Concord Registry did not say what the scientists were looking for there. 
 
    In any case, after seventy-two consecutive hours of hard work, the Intersplit engine came back online. A blue field circled the tiny vessel, and they moved at FTL-speeds—for a while. 
 
    A red warning light flashed on the piloting console. A klaxon also began to blare. Cade shut off the klaxon, but the red light remained. It told them they could find themselves permanently stranded in deep space, as the engine could explode at any moment. The Descartes would become their coffin in fifty or sixty years, provided they survived the initial explosion and found enough food and water to subsist. 
 
    The thought of that almost drove Cade mad with anxiety. If he failed…what would happen to Raina? 
 
    During the journey, Cade took catnaps, finding himself in the control room, his gut twisting and seething. 
 
    Finally, though, the Descartes came out of FTL and headed in-system for the space station around Therduim III. 
 
    The strain of the seventy-two-hour repair, the problematic Intersplit journey and the crawl into the system heightened the tension between the two. They kept apart, and when together, hardly spoke to each other. Halifax did tell Cade they would be allowed to dock at the space station. The doctor said he was keeping their need for sustained repairs secret for the moment. 
 
    Cade waved that off. He didn’t care about that. 
 
    In time, they neared the space station. It was of classic construction: a single long pillar with a spoked wheel around it that rotated eternally. The station orbited above Therduim III, a green planet showing almost massed vegetation. There were a few military vessels in the general area, belonging to the Patrol no doubt. 
 
    Cade had searched for a lurker as they headed in-system. It was crazy. He still felt that something was out there watching them. He searched but could find no evidence of one. 
 
    The hour finally arrived as the Descartes entered the docking facilities. It was routine, and it didn’t seem strange that Halifax did not talk to him. They were both in the control chamber. The doctor did glance at him several times, though. Cade decided it didn’t matter. He was getting off the damned ship. He planned to jog inside the wheel of the station for hours. 
 
    After Cade jogged for hours, he’d start thinking about ways to earn CUCNs. They were going to need lots of money for the repairs. That meant work or bounty hunting, harder to do with the Intersplit on the fritz. 
 
    Was there any bounty hunting needed in the Therduim System? It occurred to Cade that he didn’t know much about the star system. He’d been lost in his memories, letting the doctor handle that end of things. 
 
    As Halifax sat at the piloting board, nervously bringing the barely moving ship into docking, the soldier stared out of the polarized window. 
 
    Cade watched the inner space-station bulkhead pass. How long would they be here? What kind of work could he do if he couldn’t bounty hunt? If he became a dock-jock—Cade shook his head. That would be low pay. It would take a year or more to pay for the repairs that way. He had to think of something better. 
 
    A clang sounded, and Cade stumbled as the deck shook. 
 
    “Sorry,” Halifax said, as he righted the slowly moving spaceship with a few taps at the piloting board. 
 
    Cade glanced at the doctor. Was that a bead of sweat over the man’s left ear? The doctor seemed more nervous than he should be. Was he that happy to be getting off the scout or was it something else? 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Cade. 
 
    Halifax looked up with worried eyes. “What do you mean?” he said, speaking too fast. 
 
    Something finally dawned on Cade. “Ever since we started docking, you’ve become twitchy. What’s going on?” 
 
    Halifax laughed nervously. “I’ll tell you what’s going on. I’m still tired from our repairs.” The doctor shook his head. “After what we’ve been through, I need some serious downtime.” 
 
    Cade could appreciate that. He needed some serious downtime as well. But he didn’t want too much downtime. The Therduim System was 438 light-years from Earth. The Descartes still had a long way to go. 
 
    The small spaceship shuddered again. More clangs sounded from outside. Those were docking clamps attaching. Once the outer sounds ceased, all motion stopped. 
 
    “A-ha,” Halifax said, too loudly, it seemed. “We’re docked.” 
 
    Once again, Cade turned toward the small man. As he did, Cade felt the tiredness pull at his sore eyes. He yawned, rubbed his eyes and heard Halifax tap his board. 
 
    In the distance, Cade heard a hatch open, maybe the outer one to the scout. Was a docking party coming to investigate the ship? Why hadn’t Halifax told him a station team would come right away to make an inspection? 
 
    Cade turned around, looking at the hatch at the back of the control chamber. The Descartes was definitely too small for the two of them. Could they sell the scout? If they did, would Halifax demand all the money? Likely— 
 
    Cade heard another hatch open, this one nearer than before. Then he definitely heard the thudding of boots in a corridor. Someone—people—were in the scout. They were in a hurry, too. Would a station inspection team be in such a hurry? 
 
    Halifax tapped the piloting board one more time, jumped up and scurried as far as he could from Cade. The doctor produced a small pistol, aiming it at the soldier. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Halifax said, no longer meeting Cade’s gaze. 
 
    Cade stared in astonishment at the doctor. Before he could speak, the hatch to the control chamber opened. Five black-armored security personnel jumped through. They wore helmets with closed visors and aimed heavy-duty Aarn-6 stunners at him. 
 
    “On the floor!” one of them shouted. 
 
    Instinctively, Cade reached for a boot. 
 
    “He’s got a knife in the boot!” Halifax shouted. “He’ll kill us all if he gets it.” 
 
    A security man nodded. It must have been a signal, as gloved fingers clicked triggers, and five Aarn-6 stunners ejected nearly invisible clots of force at Cade. As Cade tried to dodge, they struck hard, knocking him backward. He crashed over a console and thudded onto the deck. 
 
    Halifax sold me out, the traitor. That’s why he was so nervous. 
 
    The soldier tried to rise, to push up as security people rushed beside him. 
 
    “He’s still moving,” one of them said, sounding incredulous. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” a different one said. 
 
    “Halifax,” Cade said in a hoarse voice. He was going to kill the little prick. 
 
    The stunners ejected once again, the force clots slamming against Cade. Finally, they rendered him unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Cade came to with an aching head and sore muscles wherever the force clots had hit. He groaned, but not from the pain. He groaned at his stupidity. 
 
    What could I have done differently? 
 
    He had little idea, maybe throttle the traitorous Dr. Halifax until the man’s tongue had protruded. Could he have killed the security personnel if he’d ambushed them? 
 
    No, no, that wouldn’t have mattered. Halifax had sold him out. Station security had rushed the ship as soon as it had docked. They would have simply sent more people at him. 
 
    Cade opened his eyes, staring up at a grimy ceiling with a single naked light bulb. This must be a detention cell. He turned his head, confirming his thought. He was in a small dingy cell with a cot, steel toilet and sink. 
 
    Cade refused to groan as he sat up. His head pounded, however, and his eyesight blurred. It told him at least one of the security people had shot him with the stunner in the head. If they were Concord IPO—no, they wouldn’t have worked for the Interstellar Police Organization. They would have been station security or Patrol people. 
 
    Cade was a Rip Van Wrinkle in this new era. The worlds of the Old Federation appeared to have fallen into barbarism for hundreds of years, a few climbing back up and becoming the rich worlds of the Concord. The Concord was a loose unity, run by the rich worlds with the biggest space navies. Earth was not among those. It used Group Six because the depleted homeworld could no longer afford fancy, costly spaceships. 
 
    Cade rubbed his head, finding a welt there, confirming at least one force-clot shot. When had Halifax sold him out? How much had the slippery doctor received for his treachery? 
 
    Cade sighed as the blurriness went away. He should have known better. He— 
 
    There was a snick, and the steel door opened. A short, thick-shouldered man with a bristly face peered at him. The man held a food tray. Behind him were at least four black-armored security personnel. 
 
    “Awake, huh? Well, here you are.” The jailor set the tray on the floor, backed away and slammed the steel door shut, locking it afterward. 
 
    Cade forced himself upright, staggered to the tray and collapsed onto his butt before it. He drank the water with its coppery taste and ate the two bland turkey sandwiches. They could have used better mustard. After sitting for a while longer, he turned and crawled on his hands and knees to his cot, climbed in, shut his eyes and promptly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade awoke when the door opened a second time. Four security people in their black-armored suits and helmets with visors aimed stunners at him. 
 
    “Get up,” one of them said. 
 
    Cade did, and he followed their instructions, leading the way down a corridor into another room, an interrogation chamber. He sat at the only table—it had two chairs. The room lacked a naked light bulb, having three embedded bulbs instead. 
 
    The four backed out, and the steel door locked behind them. 
 
    Cade looked around. He recognized the two-way mirror for what it was. This place was three times the size of his cell. It still made him feel claustrophobic. He realized at that point that he didn’t feel as sore. His head no longer throbbed, either. The water or sandwiches must have contained healing or sleeping substances. 
 
    Also, Cade healed faster than normal. It was part of his genetic makeup. 
 
    A different door opened, and a man in a black leather coat that almost reached the floor stood there. The man had knee-high leather boots, a black uniform and a long lean face. He looked intelligent, ruthless and—the man doffed his military-style hat, bowed slightly and clicked his boot heels together. 
 
    “I am Monitor Varo, at your service.” 
 
    “Marcus Cade.” 
 
    “Ah. Excellent,” Varo said. “We start with the truth.” He closed the door behind him, approached the table and indicated the second chair. The man wore black leather gloves. 
 
    “Sure, sit if you want,” Cade said. 
 
    There was a curt nod and then a pause. “First, you should know that if you assault me—” 
 
    “I won’t,” Cade said, interrupting. 
 
    Monitor Varo stiffened and frowned. 
 
    Cade raised an eyebrow. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes, you interrupted me.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Varo frowned more severely. “An apology is in order.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Cade said, “not unless you’re willing to free me.” 
 
    “That was your second mistake, sir. I do not recommend you engage in another.” 
 
    Cade eyed Monitor Varo. The man was acting like a prig. The dark eyes belied that, however. They showed ruthless intelligence, which would have little truck with such formalities. Therefore, he was playing a part, putting on an act. There was a two-way mirror, after all. That indicated others were likely watching. 
 
    “Okay,” Cade said. “You win. If I kill you, what happens?” 
 
    “You will experience a slow and painful death.” 
 
    “Now I know, and now you know I know. What’s next?” 
 
    There might have been the faintest of smirks pulling at the man’s lips. “I suggest you change your behavior, and fast.” 
 
    “Fine,” Cade said. “Consider it changed. What’s next?” 
 
    Varo glanced at the two-way mirror and then back at Cade. “It would be a simple matter to use a mind scanner or inject you with truth serum. Would you prefer that?” 
 
    Cade raised his powerful hands and set them on the table. He examined them before looking up at Varo. “I would not, Monitor. Can you tell me why I’m here?” 
 
    Finally, Varo pulled out the chair and sat at the table with Cade. He took a small tablet from his leather coat, setting it on the table and turning it on. He looked up afterward. 
 
    “I’m a monitor in the Patrol. That makes me an intelligence officer. We know you originally worked under the alias of Jack Brune, a supposed Anza Drop Trooper of Earth. In reality, you were an operative of Group Six of Earth. You pretended to be a bounty hunter but conducted several clandestine missions for Earth. Your latest was dropping onto Avalon IV, a proscribed planet. You worked in cooperation with a secret tech company. Together, you sabotaged a space station in orbit around Helos, a populated planet in the Rigel System. The sabotage included detonating a nuclear weapon. Several million people perished on Helos—” 
 
    “Let me stop you there,” Cade said. “Some of what you say is true. Some is off. For instance, I never detonated a nuclear device on the space station. An android or robot working for the secret tech company likely did that.” 
 
    The smirk returned. “Mr. Cade, we know so much now. And do you know why?” 
 
    “Dr. Halifax?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Varo said. “Thus, your lies have become—” 
 
    “Monitor Varo, has it occurred to you that Halifax might be lying?” 
 
    The smirk lost some of its power. “Of course I have considered that… But why would Halifax do so?” 
 
    “It’s called blame-shifting. For instance, I did not operate as Jack Brune, at least not originally. Brune himself did that until Rohan Mars, the android, killed him. At that point, Group Six woke me from stasis—” 
 
    “Mr. Cade, do you mean cryogenic freezing?” 
 
    “No. I mean stasis.” 
 
    “That is Old Federation technology we no longer possess.” 
 
    “Look, Monitor,” Cade said, leaning forward. “I’m an Ultra from the Old Federation. I fought the cyborgs over a thousand years ago. Group Six is using Ultras, as they found an ancient sleeper ship full of us in stasis. Group Six techs put a cyborg obedience chip in my brain. A Web-Mind on Avalon IV extracted the chip. In the end, I destroyed the Web-Mind.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why destroy your benefactor?” 
 
    “Because the Web-Mind wanted the chip for other uses,” Cade said. “I fought those things in the past. Do you think I was going to let one of them bad asses remain alive in his era?” 
 
    Varo sat back as he eyed Cade anew. “Why did you two choose the Therduim System?” 
 
    “We didn’t. Our Intersplit engine gave out. We barely repaired it enough to get us here. Therduim III was the closest port of call. We had no other choice, as we were lucky to even make it this far.” 
 
    There was a click over a loudspeaker. “That’s enough,” an exasperated woman said. “I’ve heard more than enough.” 
 
    Cade noticed motion to the side and glanced at the two-way mirror. It had become a window. There was a tall, narrow-faced woman on the other side. She wore a long leather greatcoat just as Monitor Varo did and the same kind of black military hat. Five security personnel in their black-armor and Aarn-6 stunners stood behind her. Dr. Halifax stood with them. He wore his stylish garments with his hands shoved in his pants pockets. 
 
    Varo shoved his chair back as he stood at attention. “Up, up,” he told Cade. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the woman said. “Halifax predicted his false answers. It’s time to use the mind scanner.” She switched her focus onto Cade. “We will discover the truth, sir. You can count on it.” She sneered at him. 
 
    Halifax was busy staring at the floor as hard as he could. 
 
    Try a different method, Cade told himself. The way you’re playing isn’t working. 
 
    Cade scraped his chair back as he came to rigid attention, saluting the woman. “Ma’am,” he said. “Permission to speak?” 
 
    The sneer left her face. She nodded. 
 
    Halifax must have noticed because he scowled. 
 
    “May I ask why you didn’t use the mind scanner first?” Cade asked politely. 
 
    “Obviously you know,” she said. “The scanner will leave you a blank, a retard at best. The mind scanner is old cyborg technology, one of the more interesting items we’ve excavated from the Pit.” 
 
    “Pit?” asked Cade. 
 
    The woman huffed. “Come, come, you’re not going to pretend you don’t know. It was the reason you selected Therduim III…the Concord’s greatest secret project.” 
 
    Cade closed his eyes as if in pain. Talk about bad luck. When had Halifax figured that out? Or...had the doctor sabotaged the engine in order to land here at this planet? The man was devious enough… 
 
    Cade opened his eyes, and he noticed the doctor giving him the barest shake of the head. 
 
    Is that little bastard trying to signal me? 
 
    Monitor Varo laughed. “Arbiter Drang, you were correct about these two. I just saw the weasel Halifax trying to communicate clandestinely with Cade. The doctor shook his head. They’re in collusion as you suspected.” 
 
    “What?” Halifax said, his head jerking up. “No, no. You must be on guard against Cade. He’s extremely dangerous. He told you he’s an Ultra. Do you have any idea what that means? Don’t take your eyes off him for a second.” 
 
    “Arbiter,” Varo said. “Halifax has his hands in his pockets. He’s clearly hiding something there.” 
 
    “Security,” said the woman—Arbiter Drang. “Restrain the doctor.” 
 
    Two of the black-armored personnel slung their stunners over their backs. They stepped forward smartly, each of them grabbing one of the doctor’s thin arms. 
 
    “The glass between us can’t hold Cade,” Halifax shouted. “Don’t you understand? You’ve threatened to erase his mind with the scanner. He’s going to go berserk, steal a ship and flee to the jungle planet.” 
 
    “No more, Doctor,” Arbiter Drang said. 
 
    Cade got it then. Somehow, Halifax had screwed up, misjudging and making trouble for himself with these people. Now, the slippery doctor was trying to bargain with Cade by telling him the facts. They were going to use the mind scanner on him. His only hope— 
 
    Cade acted without hesitation, slugging Monitor Varo across the small table. The man’s head jerked back and he crumpled to the floor. Cade flung the table aside, picked up Varo with two hands, military-pressing him above his head. He charged the two-way mirror, and with all his considerable Ultra strength, he slammed Varo against the mirror. The mirror splintered. Cade wrenched Varo back and flung him against the window a second time. 
 
    On the other side, Arbiter Drang screamed. Three of the security personnel backed up as they aimed their stunners at the cracked window. The two holding onto Halifax jerked him out of the way. 
 
    At the third blow, the mirror shattered. 
 
    “Shoot him!” Drang screamed. 
 
    Cade had expected that, ducking low and crab-walking to the small table as security fired, the clots of force hissing over him. When they paused, he rose and picked up the table in one motion, hurling it through the shattered window. Force-clots struck it as security fired again. But that didn’t matter. The table sailed through, catching one of the security men, knocking him backward. 
 
    Cade vaulted through the broken window, with one of the chairs in his hands. He flung it at Arbiter Drang, knocking her out, perhaps killing her. A force-clot hit him. He grunted. Then, he was moving faster than the security personnel must have anticipated. 
 
    He hit one in the face, kicked out the feet of another and took a second force-clot in the gut. Then, he was on that man, breaking his neck with an Ultra move. He whirled around as the last two let go of Halifax. One of them got a small penknife in the kidney from Halifax. The other went down from Cade’s fist, and then he finished the one screaming from the penknife. 
 
    Cade whirled toward Halifax, roaring, “You little bastard!” 
 
    “No, no, listen to me, you have to listen,” the cunning, desperate doctor said with his hands up as if he could block the Ultra. “I was tricking them all along, trying to signal you! You know what to do to get away. It’s our only chance for staying alive. You do want to stay alive, right?” 
 
    Cade looked around at the work of his mayhem and then at the falsely smiling Dr. Halifax. He grabbed a stunner, threw it away and tore a pistol from one of the belts of an unconscious security man. A quick check showed him it was a gunpowder weapon. He grabbed two more, collecting extra ammo. 
 
    “Well?” Cade said. “What’s your grand plan?” 
 
    Halifax gave a brittle laugh before saying, “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Cade grabbed the doctor by the arm as the little man tried to race away. “Not so fast. What about them?” Cade indicated the people lying on the floor, some of them stirring. 
 
    “Right,” Halifax said, not attempting to tear his arm free. He studied the people before glancing at Cade. “Kill them. It’s the only way to cover our tracks.” 
 
    “Murder?” 
 
    “If it’s them or us, I’d rather it be them. Surely you agree.” 
 
    Releasing Halifax and stuffing several of the pistols in his belt, Cade picked up a stunner. He checked the setting, gave it a brief consideration and then shot the stirring people in the head. That might cause bruising or concussions later, but they’d still be alive. 
 
    “Now—” Cade said. 
 
    “Wait,” Halifax said. “I just had an idea. We should take a hostage. Arbiter Drang is probably the best choice, as she’s the highest ranked. We’re going to need a way to get past checkpoints.” 
 
    “What’s your idea?” 
 
    Halifax gave Cade a significant stare. “Look. These guys are playing rough. They were going to use a mind scanner on you. That’s as good as killing you, and why? Merely for some information.” 
 
    “You betrayed me. Why should I trust anything you say?” 
 
    “Don’t,” Halifax said. “Trust what you heard them say. Drang was going to use the mind scanner on you.” 
 
    Cade nodded. 
 
    “We can’t just stand here gabbing, though,” Halifax said. “We have to do something and do it fast.” 
 
    “Do what?” said Cade. “We’re trapped on a space station at a Concord secret site.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Halifax said, as he wiped sweat from his upper lip. “What are our options? Not too many, I’m thinking. We can’t take the Descartes, as it’s broken down, and I doubt we’d get far in a Concord military vessel, even provided we could overpower the crew. That leaves the planet.” 
 
    “Running to the planet traps us even worse,” Cade said. “They could recapture us at their leisure then.” 
 
    “Maybe not. The planet is rough. I mean, really rough with some sick mutants harassing them. I haven’t learned too much, but I have been listening. The Patrol is having trouble with the mutants, asking for more troops. Right now, all the Concord controls on the surface are the spaceport, several outposts along the road and the Pit. Some of their workers rebelled, too, hating it down there, dying to predatory wildlife.” 
 
    “And you want us to flee down there?” 
 
    “Do you have anything better in mind?” 
 
    Cade eyed the unconscious personnel. He didn’t like any of this. 
 
    “There is something else you should know that could help us,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade squinted at the slippery doctor. 
 
    “There are smugglers trying to extract the old cyborg tech. Maybe we could catch a ride out with one of them.” 
 
    “Explain that.” 
 
    “Cade, come on, we gotta get off the space station. We’re dithering. Look, this place is mostly a military post for the Concord.” 
 
    “Mostly?” 
 
    “That’s right. Cade, we have to run now if we’re going to make it. Jawing about it won’t get us shit.” 
 
    The doctor had a point. Precious time had already passed, but Cade needed to know the lay of the land, at least to an extent. “How do you intend we get from here to there?” 
 
    “Shuttle or hauler,” Halifax said. “How else do you think? We have to haul ass while we have the chance, though. This isn’t doing it for us.” 
 
    Cade stared at the doctor and moved, hanging the stunner over his back as he strode to Arbiter Drang. She appeared to be breathing, was still alive. He picked her up by the shoulders, shaking her none too gently. 
 
    Her head wobbled back and forth. She smacked her lips, groaned, mumbled as if in her sleep and let her head wobble some more. 
 
    “Do I have to slap you?” asked Cade. 
 
    Whether his words had any effect or not, she groaned, louder than before. She opened her eyes, but they were unfocused. 
 
    “Arbiter,” Cade said. 
 
    Her mouth moved, with drool spilling out. 
 
    “Herr Drang,” Halifax said sharply. The doctor had moved closer. “You’re under arrest for sedition to the Concord. We know you’ve been selling secrets.” 
 
    “That’s a damned lie,” she slurred. 
 
    “We also know you’re working for the Bremen military,” Halifax said. 
 
    Drang squeezed her eyes shut, muttered low under her breath and opened her eyes to glare at Halifax. Her head jerked back, as maybe she recognized him for who he really was. 
 
    “You,” she said. 
 
    “There you go,” Halifax told Cade. “She’s alert. Give her the pitch.” 
 
    Cade held her with one hand and pressed the barrel of a pistol against her forehead. “This isn’t a mind scanner, but it will leave you dead if it goes off. Do you want to be dead?” 
 
    Drang opened her mouth, but maybe thought better of what she was going to say. She looked into Cade’s eyes, no doubt seeing death in them, that here was a practiced killer not afraid to blow her away, if that was what needed doing. 
 
    “Remember,” Halifax told her. “We have nothing to lose.” 
 
    “Enough,” Cade told him. “Arbiter, I want to reach a shuttle without anyone trying to stop us. If we can, I’ll let you live. If not—” He shook his head. 
 
    “The Patrol will catch you if you head for the Asteroids,” Drang said. “I suspect that’s where you want to go.” 
 
    Cade tightened his grip. “You’re arguing with me, which wastes time. I have no more time to waste. Good-bye, Arbiter Drang—” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, breathing faster, her focus on his trigger finger. “Will you please wait for just a moment?” 
 
    “If you’re going to tell me something,” Cade said, “it had better be worth my while.” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, her face turning pale. “I understand. I know how we can get you onto a shuttle.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me about it,” Cade said. “Tell me how.” 
 
    Arbiter Drang started talking. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The space station was divided into several areas of control, two of those areas run by the Patrol. 
 
    The Patrol recruited from many different Concord worlds and was theoretically the protector of the general whole instead of any particular world. Halifax had touched a nerve with his Bremen military remark, as Bremen was the richest planet and system in this part of the Concord. 
 
    The Concord consisted of most of the Old Federation worlds, minus those star systems near Old Earth and those still in the grip of barbarism. It was a loosely run alliance, with the Patrol and the IPO being the two most important unitary arms and the Concord Customs Union being the third. The Patrol had more power than the old U.N. peacekeepers of Earth before the Space Age, but politics did play a part. Seven uniquely rich star systems effectively ran the Concord, thus the Patrol, with Bremen being one of the wealthier systems. 
 
    The Bremen military, in fact, controlled a small area of the space station. It did so to aid its space-going merchant marine, which was one of the largest in this sector of the Concord. 
 
    Arbiter Drang led the two fugitives through maintenance corridors, bypassing the checkpoints. So far, there hadn’t been any station-wide outcry for them, as likely none of the subdued party had regained consciousness except for Arbiter Drang. It would only be a matter of time, though, before one of the people awoke or someone stumbled upon them and raised the alarm. 
 
    “Through that hatch,” Drang said, indicating the one ahead. 
 
    “Where does it lead?” asked Cade, who kept hold of one of her arms. 
 
    “The main docking bay.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and I just walk through, get into a shuttle and fly away?” 
 
    “It might not be that easy,” Drang admitted, pausing and facing Cade. “You won’t make it to the Asteroids. You surely must realize that by now. They’re too far for a shuttle to reach unnoticed.” 
 
    “We’re well aware of that,” Halifax said. 
 
    Drang frowned, and then her eyes widened. “The Pit,” she whispered. “You want to see the Pit, maybe get into it.” She shook her head. “I admire your gall and persistence. Earth has relentless operatives. But how will that help you here? Patrol Intelligence will recapture and mind-scan each of you. You cannot believe you can walk around the Pit and reach Earth with the information.” 
 
    “Arbiter,” Cade said. He stopped as a distant klaxon began to blare. 
 
    Halifax cursed, saying, “The others must have revived. We took too long. Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Surrender,” Drang said, speaking confidently, as if she’d been waiting for the klaxon. “It’s your only hope. Now that I know you better, I guarantee you’ll receive good treatment.” 
 
    Halifax laughed as his eyes brightened roguishly. “You’re going to mind scan him, remember? You don’t have anything new to offer. Cade, let’s go on a shooting spree. Let’s see how many of these bastards we can kill before they get us. What do you say?” 
 
    Understanding Halifax’s game, Cade grinned evilly and lifted his stunner. 
 
    “No, listen to me,” Drang said. “There’s a better way. I can still get you off station, I swear I can.” 
 
    “She’s lying, Cade. Let’s kill her and blow the station. I’m sure we can rig the atomics just as we did on the Helos station. Let’s nuke these suckers.” 
 
    “Are you really so eager to die?” Drang asked Cade. “Wouldn’t you prefer the chance to live?” 
 
    “Talk to me, Arbiter,” Cade growled. 
 
    Drang stared up at the ceiling, and her features paled as they had before. She lowered her gaze to stare at the soldier. “The doctor is a schemer and a liar. I realize that now. You’re a killer, but maybe you’re also a man of your word.” 
 
    “He’s an Ultra,” Halifax said quickly. “They’re sticklers for honor.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Drang asked Cade. 
 
    The soldier nodded. 
 
    “Then here’s my bargain,” Drang said. “Get me to a computer terminal, and I can tap in an emergency code known only to the intelligence officers. I’ll fake a radiation leak in the docking bay and the personnel there will flee. Once they’re gone, you take a shuttle but leave me behind. If you give me your word of honor to leave me here alive, I’ll do this for you. Otherwise, I’m finished helping you.” 
 
    Cade made his decision. “I give you my word as soldier. Do this for me, and I’ll leave you behind.” 
 
    “Alive?” she asked. 
 
    “Alive,” he said. 
 
    “Okay,” Drang said breathlessly. “We need a terminal.” She snapped her fingers. “I know just the place.” She pointed the other way. “We have to backtrack a little. Are you game?” 
 
    Cade released her. “Lead the way, Arbiter. If you try to escape, though, I’ll pump bullets into your back.” 
 
    She said nothing to that. 
 
    “Go,” said Cade. 
 
    Arbiter Drang turned around, breaking into a trot. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Arbiter Drang kept her bargain. Thus, Cade left her in a docking-bay closet, her ankles and wrists cruelly wrenched behind her by ropes. 
 
    The soldier crouched beside her on the floor as she lay on her side. “If I did it any softer, they would suspect you of collusion.” 
 
    “Go,” she said. “Your time is short.” 
 
    Cade tied a gag into place, stood, looked over and dragged Dr. Halifax with him. After ten steps, the little man put his pistol away. 
 
    “You should have let me shoot her,” Halifax said. 
 
    “I gave her my word,” Cade said simply. 
 
    “That didn’t mean you couldn’t let me do the dirty work.” 
 
    “In fact, it did.” 
 
    “You know she’s going to come after us,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade shrugged. He knew that. She would likely be relentless, too, her prestige soiled by her captivity and their successful escape, provided they managed it. 
 
    The place was deserted and supposedly locked down, all the docking-bay personnel having fled due to the fake radiation emergency. 
 
    “We don’t have much time left,” Halifax said. 
 
    “That one,” Cade said, pointing to a small shuttle. “Get it ready, but wait for me.” 
 
    “What are you going to be doing?” 
 
    “Securing our survival,” Cade said. “Now run!” 
 
    Halifax sprinted to the chosen shuttle. 
 
    Cade headed for a different one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An agonizing nineteen minutes later, Cade rushed into the shuttle’s control chamber, thumping into a seat and locking the restraints. 
 
    Halifax sat at the controls. It was much like the Descartes. Through a small, polarized window, the doctor eyed two larger shuttles drifting toward the main docking door, a door that was still shut. 
 
    “Secure all our hatches,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax tapped his panel. 
 
    At the same time, the main docking door began to rise. It was, just in time. Air rushed out of the main chamber, propelling the two other drifting shuttles. They barely cleared the outer hatch, ejecting into space. 
 
    “I didn’t know you knew how to make them automatically do that,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade said nothing as he tried to calm his nerves. He’d worked feverishly, wondering if the wasted time was worth the distraction. Fortunately, neither of the other shuttles had coded or locked controls. It would have been impossible then. 
 
    “Here we go,” Halifax said, piloting their shuttle. 
 
    The little craft rose off the deck and began to drift toward the opening. 
 
    The other two vessels rotated outside in space as side-jets hissed propellant. One of them turned for the outer system. The auto-shuttle’s main thruster activated, pushing the craft as it picked up velocity. The second auto-shuttle turned toward the star, also picking up velocity. One more shuttle was supposed to come out after them, all the time Cade had dared take to set auto-controls, the precious nineteen minutes. 
 
    Halifax wiped his upper lip. “My stomach is in knots. We’re never going to get away with this.” 
 
    Cade said nothing. 
 
    Their shuttle cleared the main hatch. 
 
    “I’m going to use the side-jets for a time,” Halifax said, tapping his board. “Let’s drift away for a few minutes. Hopefully, anyone watching won’t get suspicious.” 
 
    “Is the third shuttle coming out after us?” Cade asked. 
 
    Halifax tapped his board, peered at a plate and turned to Cade, grinning. “You’re a genius. You work fast, too. Maybe we’ll get away after all.” 
 
    Their shuttle continued to drift as part of the space station appeared above them. The third auto-decoy now exited the docking bay. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Halifax said, as he studied his board. “I see a Patrol cruiser heading our way. It’s…it’s a little over three million kilometers away.” 
 
    “Start heading for the planet,” Cade said. 
 
    “It’s too soon. Let the cruiser track the other shuttles first.” 
 
    “Doctor,” Cade warned. 
 
    Halifax glanced at Cade, no doubt noticing the intense stare. “Sure, sure, we’ll head for the planet now. Whatever you say. Even if it gets us shot up, we’ll do it your way.” Halifax began to make the adjustments. 
 
    Through the polarized window, Cade saw the third auto-shuttle begin to accelerate. 
 
    There was a jerk as their shuttle also began to gain velocity. 
 
    At that point, the comm board began to flash. 
 
    “I knew moving now was a mistake,” Halifax said, craning over to study the comm board. “The call is coming from the cruiser. What do we do now?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “The others are accelerating and not answering, why should we?” Cade asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re heading for the planet. That’s the obvious place to go. We should answer them.” 
 
    Cade did not reply. 
 
    All four shuttles continued to accelerate. 
 
    “Cade,” Halifax shouted. “Do you see that light?” The doctor pointed at his piloting board. “It means the cruiser has target lock on us. They’re going to fire.” 
 
    The comm board lit up again. 
 
    At that point, two of the shuttles ejected decoy emitters. 
 
    “Was that your doing?” asked Halifax. “Did you anticipate something like this?” 
 
    Cade chewed on his lower lip. He did not like this one bit. It felt too much like making a drop assault onto an enemy-occupied planet. He remembered those times, the three drops he’d made during his military career. 
 
    A missile left the Patrol cruiser. The missile rapidly gained velocity as a long plume lengthened behind it. The thing accelerated— 
 
    “It’s headed for the shuttle aimed at the Asteroids,” Halifax said, staring at his board. “That’s one of the shuttles that ejected decoy emitters.” 
 
    Their shuttle continued for the planet. It had started in Therduim III’s thermosphere because the space station was located there. Soon, given their velocity, they would reach the mesosphere, which began 85 kilometers from the planet’s surface. The mesosphere was the region where meteors visibly burned up—the shooting stars people saw. 
 
    “When should we start slowing down?” Halifax asked. 
 
    Cade focused on the cruiser’s missile. Clearly, the commander of the warship was worried about the shuttle heading for the Asteroids. Did the smugglers work from there? That seemed most likely. Would the fixation on that shuttle give them enough time to land? 
 
    The seconds passed. Whoever had been hailing them had stopped. 
 
    As their shuttle entered and began crossing the mesosphere, the cruiser’s missile struck the other shuttle. There was a bright explosion as the warhead detonated. 
 
    Their shuttle began to shake, although not from the distant explosion, but from the increasingly dense atmosphere buffeting their craft. 
 
    “Cade, I should start braking.” 
 
    “Not yet,” the soldier said. 
 
    “What good is burning up going to do us?” 
 
    “Doctor, you’re not thinking. We’re never going to leave the planet in this shuttle. It’s a one-way ride down. All we have to do is survive. If some systems burn up—” Cade shrugged. 
 
    Halifax stared at the piloting board. Maybe he was doing some hard thinking. He turned to Cade again. “I didn’t tell you everything about this place.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “There’s lots of radiation in places,” Halifax said. “That’s partly what made the mutants. We’re going to want to stay far away from them and the hot radiation zones.” 
 
    Cade frowned. “Are you telling me the radiation zones were due to hell-burners from the war?” 
 
    “That’s right. Hell-burners took out the cyborgs. It was rough here, or so I surmise.” 
 
    “Why are there mutants then? There can’t be mutant cyborgs.” 
 
    “No, no, not that I know of,” Halifax said. “The mutant humans are supposed to be murder, though. Some of them are tusked warriors. They’re all cannibals when given the chance.” 
 
    The shuttle began shaking even worse than before. 
 
    Halifax glanced at his board. “We’re halfway through the mesosphere.” 
 
    “Do you know the layout of the planet?” 
 
    “Not really,” Halifax said. “I know where the road is and—” 
 
    “Put us near the road, somewhere between the middle of the spaceport and Pit.” 
 
    “What’s the plan after that?” Halifax asked, as he manipulated his board. 
 
    The shaking worsened as they spoke, and the heat in the control chamber began to rise dramatically. 
 
    “It’s time for a controlled descent,” Cade said. “Take us down, Doctor, so we survive in one piece, but do it as fast as you can.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The shuttle raced out of the mesosphere, entering the stratosphere at 50 kilometers above sea level. The highest weather balloons reached this region. 
 
    Halifax piloted in earnest, slowing their too-fast rate of descent. 
 
    Soon, the shuttle exited the stratosphere and reached the troposphere, its upper height being 20 kilometers above sea level. 
 
    A vast green jungle spread out below them, broken in places by narrow mountain ranges and ribbons of rivers. There were a few bleak areas, scars from ancient hell-burners. It was mid-morning on this side of the world. According to Halifax, the burn areas glowed blue at night. 
 
    “The cruiser never fired at us,” Halifax noted. 
 
    “They’re obviously letting us land,” Cade said. “I was hoping for that. I’m sure they believe they can catch us down here whenever they want.” 
 
    “I hope you have a plan,” Halifax said. “This is supposed to be a rough planet.” 
 
    Cade stared hard at the doctor. 
 
    “What?” Halifax said. 
 
    “You said the mutants are cannibals, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re an off-worlder. Perhaps the mutants will consider you as new meat, a delicacy. My plan is to trade you for weapons and whatever else I need.” 
 
    Halifax stared a moment without speaking, nodding afterward. “That’s funny, Cade, and I don’t blame you for thinking like that. I was at my wits end before. Luckily, though, I did what I did.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Halifax said, nodding again. “I put a man on the inside.” 
 
    “You mean you?” 
 
    “One of us had to do it. You have to admit I’m better suited at manipulating the situation from the inside than you would have been. You gave them a focus so they didn’t worry about me. Together, we surprised and trashed them. You and me, Cade, we’re a team, a deadly team.” 
 
    “You sold me out, you little prick. You did it in a flash, too. How can I ever trust you again?” 
 
    “No, no, Cade, you’re looking at it all wrong. I had to do something once I realized where we were headed. This is a Concord secret site. You heard the arbiter. We tricked them in the end.” 
 
    Cade let it go, for now. There was no use arguing with the doctor. The man was a goblin and would always remain so. Halifax would always twist things to make himself look good. The man’s tongue was his greatest gift, well, along with an agile imagination and ability to switch on a dime. He was what he was. Cade would remember, though. The answer to how could he trust Halifax again was easy: he could not. He could use and at times work with him, though. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” asked Halifax. “Or aren’t you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Where’s the road?” 
 
    “Below us,” Halifax said. “I imagine the blinking light on the comm board is the planetary spaceport trying to contact us. They might have SAMs.” 
 
    “What?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Surface to air missiles,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade thought a moment. He knew what SAMs were, just not that the spaceport would have some. “Put the spaceport over the horizon as soon as you can.” The soldier unbuckled, standing. “I’m going to check the armory, if there is one.” He headed for the hatch, stopped and faced Halifax. “If you’re thinking about violent maneuvering to try to knock me unconscious and handing me over, make sure you succeed. Because I’ll kill you if you fail.” 
 
    Halifax laughed nervously. “Cade, Cade, you’re thinking about us all wrong. We had a glitch earlier. That’s all—” 
 
    Cade turned away and passed through the open hatch, no longer listening to the fast-talking doctor. The words meant nothing. The man’s actions were the thing. If they managed to land, he doubted the Patrol people would give them long. They needed to hit the ground running so they could fade into the jungle and start to plan in earnest. That meant weapons, water and food, in that order. 
 
    As Cade hurried into the back part of the shuttle, he kept an open eye for places or things to grab in case Halifax did try to kill him through violent maneuvering. 
 
    He’d lost the Descartes but had regained his freedom. What did that mean on a planet like Therduim III? 
 
    Cade showed his teeth. He’d survived worse cyborg worlds during the war. He would survive Therduim III, on that he vowed to Raina, his wife, his beautiful and wonderful mate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shuttle landed with a jar. It caused Cade to stagger and drop a pistol. He was picking it up when Halifax rushed into the back compartment. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Halifax said. “There’s a target lock on us. I think it’s an aircraft: a plane, you call it.” 
 
    “There are rations over there,” Cade said. “You carry the lighter pack. I’ll grab the heavier one.” 
 
    “Did you hear me about the target lock? I think we should talk to them.” 
 
    “Negative,” Cade said, as he slapped a bulkhead switch. The rear hatch opened. An oppressive heat and stench of massed vegetation immediately rolled in. There were buzzing insect sounds as well. 
 
    Halifax stared at the greenery with obvious trepidation. “I don’t know if this is a good idea, Cade.” 
 
    “Stay if you wish.” The soldier moved to the bigger pack, shouldering it into place. He raced toward the hatch. 
 
    The heat and jungle smells hit him like a wall. This was going to be a hard world. Cade shrugged inwardly. So be it. He could take whatever this place could dish out. 
 
    “Where are we going to go?” Halifax whined. 
 
    “Far enough away to survive the blast,” Cade said. 
 
    “What blast? Did you rig our shuttle to blow?” 
 
    Cade jumped out of the small space vehicle, landing on moist soil that gave slightly under his feet. He started to run through the undergrowth. 
 
    “Cade, wait for me. Don’t leave me behind.” 
 
    Cade did not wait. He ran like a heavy-tracked vehicle, smashing past wet fronds and slashing branches. His boots sank into the musty soil. He kept plowing, putting distance between himself and the shuttle. No. He hadn’t rigged it to blow. He suspected the plane had missiles, though, air-to-surface missiles that might or might not contain nuclear warheads. If it was a nuke, if Arbiter Drang had wrestled loose from her bonds or if someone had found and freed her—well, this was the Concord’s special secret site. How badly would Patrol Intelligence want to interrogate him? The extent of the coming blast would tell him, if there were a blast. 
 
    Cade ran and ran. Doctor Halifax’s reedy, plaintive voice had dwindled to nothing. The man might still be calling out, but the heavy wet foliage absorbed his shouts, which had probably weakened in any case. 
 
    What did he owe Halifax? Not a damn thing anymore. Except…Halifax knew the lay of the land better than he did. The sneaky former case officer of Group Six might well have overhead interesting information from the others. 
 
    “If he survives,” Cade muttered. 
 
    The soldier was breathing heavily. Maybe he hadn’t completely overcome the stun shots from earlier. The— 
 
    He felt it on some level before he actually heard the explosion. How was that possible? Cade didn’t care. He knew what he knew. 
 
    A horrific blast rent the air. It seemed to go on and on, too. The ground shook, the noise— 
 
    Cade threw himself upon the moist soil. He clung to it like a lover, burying his face into the ground. The concussion swept through the jungle. Heat followed, bearable heat, most likely due to the heavy wet fronds, branches and leaves. The sound was deafening, but it didn’t break his eardrums. 
 
    He’d gotten far enough away. He’d learned something as well. The plane’s missile had not been nuclear. No, it had been antimatter. Whoever had given the order wanted him truly dead and gone. 
 
    The gale force wind finally died away. 
 
    It must have been the tiniest amount of antimatter, but it had still been a hell of a warhead and detonation. If it had been any bigger, he’d either be dead by now or on his way due to radiation poisoning. 
 
    The small antimatter warhead and shielding jungle covering meant he should live, if he hiked farther away fast. 
 
    Cade waited a few more seconds. The operator could be tricky, placing a second warhead nearer him. Should he look for Dr. Halifax? The man had betrayed him, sold him out. He could no longer trust the doctor. Yes, the goblin of a man had likely learned interesting things. But in this instance— 
 
    Cade scrambled to his feet. In this instance, searching for the doctor wasn’t worth the effort. He’d lost faith in Halifax, and that made all the difference. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Back on the space station, Arbiter Ira Drang stood in the main operational chamber. She had just witnessed the Z-213 launch the air-to-surface missile. It had reached the landed shuttle and produced a small but impressive mushroom cloud. It was supposedly a “clean” antimatter missile, releasing the least amount of radiation possible. Still, the blast, heat and minimal radiation should have killed the dreaded Ultra, Marcus Cade, and that backstabbing Dr. Halifax. 
 
    “Damned mutants are a bloody mess,” said the Patrol’s highest-ranking officer in the Therduim System. He was a sub-protector, originally from Bremen, small, old, with a shriveled head and sporadic tufts of white hair. He wore a black uniform and had served in the Patrol for an amazing fifty years. His most impressive ability was getting things done on time and with a minimum of fuss. Unfortunately for him, Therduim III would potentially put a great big blot on his fabulous record. 
 
    The Pit was proving interesting, the mind scanner the one piece of genuine cyborg technology derived from it. The scientists and technicians working down there had gone on strike three separate times. They sullenly “dug” at the moment, but rumors of a gathering mutant horde had badly frightened the lot of them. In fact, the scientists had formed a committee, demanding the Patrol lift them off planet until they took care of the mutant horde. 
 
    If Sub-Protector Egon Krenz could get the scientists really working again, discover more useful cyborg items and break the mutant horde—teaching the half-human creatures a lesson they would remember for a hundred years—then all would be well. Sub-Protector Krenz could retire with honor and distinction. If he failed, however— 
 
    The Sub-Protector turned to Arbiter Drang. Despite his appearance, he was no one’s fool. He was a driver, and maybe he was ambitious in ways the arbiter had not yet discovered. 
 
    Drang was in intelligence. Egon Krenz was in combat arms. Were they cat and dog? At times, she thought the Sub-Protector believed that they were natural enemies. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with your carelessness,” Krenz said in his brittle voice. “I’m still not sure I believe your explanation of how all this occurred. It has cost me two shuttles when the bill from mutant depredations continues to soar. How am I supposed to explain all this to Accounting?” 
 
    “Your Excellency,” Drang said. “I’ve already told you. The man was an Ultra soldier from the Cyborg War. We’re here digging up cyborg relics. How can it be surprising that Group Six found an intact sleeper ship from back then?” 
 
    “Bah,” Krenz said. “So, he was big. So, he had muscles. That didn’t make him an Ultra.” 
 
    “He slew Monitor Varo, smashing through a bulletproof two-way mirror with my subordinate. His punches killed or broke the jaws and neck bones of security personnel. I witnessed him in action. You can check the security videos if you need convincing.” 
 
    Krenz stared at her, his thoughts unreadable. “He never should have gotten as far as he did.” 
 
    “Which proves he was an Ultra,” Drang said. 
 
    “You aided him, clearly.” 
 
    Drang shook her head. 
 
    “I could use the mind scanner on you to find the truth,” Krenz said. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sub-Protector, but my people would not stand for that.” 
 
    “They would if my jump troopers put pistols to their heads.” 
 
    That was an ugly threat. Drang decided to ignore it. “Sub-Protector, we’re on the same side. We should continue to work together, not bicker like this.” 
 
    “Two shuttles. This little incident cost me two shuttles, a Mark 9-10 Missile and an Anti-Slam 7.” 
 
    Drang knew what he wanted. And those eyes, those pitiless eyes. What was Egon Krenz really after on Therduim III? He played a part, and therefore a game, she was sure of it. But she hadn’t yet cracked the case. Could he really be just what he seemed? 
 
    “Perhaps I can…spin a story, if you will,” she said. 
 
    Krenz continued to stare at her. 
 
    “The story will be such that Intelligence will take the blame for the lost shuttles. Accounting can give us the bill.” 
 
    “This is interesting,” Krenz said. “What about the two missiles.” 
 
    “No,” Drang said. “That would be going too far.” 
 
    A cruel smile twisted Krenz’s lips. “If you’d agreed to the missiles, I would have known you had a guilty conscience. I would have known you indeed aided this supposed Ultra. He’s dead, however, and I accept your offer. Write it up. Show it to me, and if I’m able, I’ll sign off on it. I will then overlook your clumsiness in losing two prisoners.” 
 
    “One prisoner,” she corrected. 
 
    “Two,” he said. “The doctor was on provisional status.” Krenz waved a hand as Drang opened her mouth to protest further. “Write up the story, as you say. I’ve other things on my mind. This mutant horde is real.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? We’ve seen no evidence of it.” 
 
    “It’s real,” Krenz said. “I know it here.” The old man tapped over his chest where his heart would be. 
 
    You don’t have a heart, Drang wanted to say. She did not, however. In truth, Egon Krenz frightened her, and she did not know exactly why. What she did say was this: “Will you send down a search team to make certain they’re dead?” 
 
    Krenz had turned from her, but now he turned back to give her a side scrutiny. “I don’t have the men or time to waste on that. If you’d like to lead a team to go down and look, be my guest.” 
 
    “Thank you, I will,” Drang heard herself say. 
 
    Krenz raised his white eyebrows. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” she said. 
 
    “It isn’t that. Die if you want. You must maintain an officer in direct communication with the spaceport at all times, however. If communications cease even for a moment, overhead jets will launch another missile.” 
 
    “Do you fear the mutants getting a shuttle that much?” 
 
    The small Sub-Protector shuddered. “If those mutants ever got loose in the space-lanes…they would make your Ultra look like a raw recruit.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Drang said. “But I get your point.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you do. Frankly, I think it might be wiser on the Patrol’s part to wash Therduim III with nukes and then rain down asteroids to turn it all into seething lava. The mutants are death on two feet. If they ever truly became organized—” Krenz shuddered again. “That would be a war we would definitely not want to have.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Drang said. 
 
    “You still want to go down?” 
 
    “I want to double check. Remember, I saw the Ultra in action. He might have survived the missile.” 
 
    Krenz scoffed, throwing a hand into the air. 
 
    And that effectively ended the conversation, as Drang saluted and left, wanting to get down and check the blast site as quickly as she could. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Marcus Cade found a rare boulder. He slipped off his backpack and climbed up the rock, sitting on the mossy substance that covered it. He drank from his bottle, draining the water within. 
 
    He wore a wide-brimmed floppy hat that he’d found in a storage compartment of the shuttle. His face was shiny with sweat while his spaceman’s garb was soaked with it. At this rate, he’d drink up his water supply in two days. 
 
    His lungs felt tight, and he wondered if the plants gave off spores that had already infected him. Or maybe the planet’s concoction of air disagreed with him. 
 
    Great towering trees and fronds surrounded him. He’d been using a game trail, although he hadn’t spotted any predatory beasts. He had seen their scat, however, and he’d seen long-limbed, long-fingered animals in the trees. The monkeylike creatures lacked fur and had huge eyes. Sometimes they paused to watch him. Twice, they’d hurled branches or rotten fruit. Otherwise, the tree-borne creatures left him alone, not even hooting, if they could hoot. 
 
    Cade kept his pistols handy. The Pit workers had rebelled due to predatory wildlife. He remembered hearing that in any case. It would pay to be ready against such creatures. Of course, in these sorts of situations, it always did. 
 
    He’d picked this spot because of the boulder but also because there was a break in the overhead vegetation. The sky was lighter blue than he recalled Earth’s being. Maybe Halifax would have known what that meant. Cade did not. 
 
    The soldier wondered if he would die on the planet. He squinted and then shielded his eyes from the sun. 
 
    There was a dot up there, moving fast. He knew what that meant, as he’d seen such dots many times in the past. A space vehicle was coming down. 
 
    Huh. How about that. 
 
    Cade continued to watch, and the dot soon became larger and then he could see what it was: a shuttle, a shuttle coming down in his direction. Likely, it was coming down to comb the terrain— 
 
    Cade slid off the mossy rock. He did not scramble nor did he take his time. If the shuttle had sensors that tracked all motion, he was screwed anyway. He didn’t think they would have that. They might be able to sense body heat or maybe his molecular structure. Then again, the background radiation from the detonated warhead might be playing havoc on sensors right now. 
 
    Cade picked up the backpack, shouldering it into place, and resumed his march under the towering fronds and branches. He knew the road was within his marching distance, as he’d seen it once from a hillock. His sense of passed time and distance was remarkable, part of his Ultra makeup and Old Federation military training. 
 
    Whoever had launched the airstrike wasn’t going to accept his obvious death. They were sending a team or an overhead shuttle to check. 
 
    Why had they used a missile? Were they more afraid of the mutants getting their hands on the shuttle or him getting away? 
 
    It was an interesting question. He didn’t have the answer yet. 
 
    Cade slowed his step. Before he proceeded farther, he needed a plan. He needed more information about his opponents. What was the best way to get the information? Could mutants speak the regular Concord language? Would they have normal intelligence? Those were unknowns. Perhaps the smartest course would be to ambush a road convoy, a small, preferably tiny one. He could question whomever he captured: man or woman. 
 
    The shock of his situation was wearing off, as he was starting to think rationally again. The mutants were too much of an unknown. Halifax had said some of them had tusks. They were all cannibals. Did that mean the mutants ate other mutants, or that they ate humans? Were the mutants technically still humans, or had they become a new species? 
 
    “What a mess,” Cade muttered. 
 
    He would suppose the change had occurred from the Cyborg War. So, these mutants had at least a thousand years to become what they had. It would seem that the Concord and thus the Patrol had only recently learned about them. 
 
    Halifax had said something else. What was it? Thirteen steps later, Cade snapped his fingers. The Patrol had asked for more troops to put down these mutants. Did any of these tusked creatures raid the road or the outposts? 
 
    “Likely yes,” Cade muttered. 
 
    He made a decision and turned toward the road. He was beginning to feel that it would be a bad idea if he ran into mutants. Better to grab a vehicle and some Concord hostages and make a reasoned choice. There were too many things he didn’t know about this place. Guesses weren’t as useful as reasoned actions. 
 
    Cade found another game trail. This one was wider and obviously more used than the first. He even saw footprints from time to time. They weren’t distinct but they were of a human-shaped foot, only bigger than ordinary and with possible claw marks at the toes. 
 
    “That’s just great,” Cade muttered. 
 
    A half-hour later, he slipped off the pack, putting away his empty bottle. He dug out another, guzzling because he was so thirsty. If he didn’t find a river soon— 
 
    Cade froze, listening. He raised his head a second later, and this time the sound was quite distinct. Voices. There were voices ahead, and whoever they belonged to were coming his way. 
 
    Cade mouthed an obscene word, picked up his pack and looked for a place to fade into the undergrowth. He had a bad feeling that mutants were using the game trail and coming straight this way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Cade hid behind heavy foliage, but he’d moved slowly and carefully to the new location. Sure, he could have blundered his way through, but the mutants might be trackers. They might see crushed leaves or stalks and instantly understand that someone was nearby. Heck, a boot-print or two on the trail might give him away. He’d lowered the pack and held two of the space-station pistols ready. 
 
    The voices became more distinct. They were loud and thick, heavy. Cocking his head, listening as best he could, Cade heard their tread. The mutants must be big suckers, and they weren’t careful in the least. 
 
    Had he misjudged them? Were they monsters more than mutants? 
 
    The thud of feet, the talking—ceased abruptly. 
 
    Cade’s heart rate increased. Were they inspecting the trail, sniffing the air? His curiosity finally overcame his caution. Slowly, Cade peered around a frond. 
 
    “Ha!” said a huge, wide-shouldered creature. “Meat. There’s meat hiding here.” 
 
    Cade blanched at the sight of the mutant. That’s what he had to be looking at. The thing’s skin was knobbed, warty and deep brown in color. He had a wider than normal, shaved head, with flat nostrils, thick lips and two yellow curving tusks like a warthog coming out of his mouth. He was taller and wider than Cade and wore heavy boots and a loincloth, with a big knife on his belt sheathed in leather. The mutant cradled a long rifle, an anti-vehicle weapon maybe, a .50-caliber piece it seemed like. 
 
    “You’re not running away, meat,” the mutant said. 
 
    It took Cade a moment to understand such articulated speech coming from the creature’s mouth. When he did—Cade stepped out from behind the frond, aiming the two pistols at him. 
 
    The mutant’s eyebrows rose, and he seemed to study Cade for the first time. “You’re big for meat. Do you think you’re a fighter?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Cade demanded. 
 
    By this time, four more mutants had pushed through the foliage. They were each similar to the first, although the first one was clearly the biggest. 
 
    The mutants glanced at each other before staring at Cade again. 
 
    “You shoot me, the others will shoot you,” the first mutant said. 
 
    “I get that. You’ll be dead, though.” 
 
    The new four growled angrily, bristles on their shoulders rising like a dog’s hackles. 
 
    “You want to know who I am?” the first mutant asked. 
 
    Cade did not answer. He just started into the creature’s dark eyes, recognizing intelligence, high intelligence, it seemed. 
 
    “I am Jed Ra,” the mutant said proudly, slapping his massive chest with an open palm. “I am the chief.” 
 
    “I’m Marcus Cade.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jed Ra demanded. 
 
    “Did you hear the missile detonate earlier?” 
 
    “Of course we heard. I’ve come to investigate.” Jed Ra raised the .50-caliber rifle. “I might shoot down the searching shuttle as well. Are they looking for you?” 
 
    “Not to rescue,” Cade said. 
 
    Jed Ra eyed Cade. “The missile was meant for you?” 
 
    “My shuttle in any case,” Cade said. 
 
    Jed Ra opened his tusked mouth and laughed. “No, Meat. You’re wrong. The missile was because of me. Maybe the Patrol doesn’t like you, but they’re terrified of me.” 
 
    “You’re the leader of the mutant horde?” 
 
    The four others growled, moving closer yet. 
 
    “Stop,” Jed Ra told them over his shoulder. 
 
    They obeyed sullenly, one of them muttering under his breath. 
 
    Jed Ra turned around, raised the rifle high and slammed the butt against the mutterer’s face. It was a horrific and brutal attack. As big and tough as the mutant might have been, the blow opened his face as he slumped unconscious or dead onto the ground. Jed Ra whirled back to face Cade. 
 
    “I am the chief. I rule here. Do you dispute that?” 
 
    “Me?” asked Cade. “No. Why would I?” 
 
    “You’re big for a Patrol soldier.” 
 
    “I don’t belong to the Patrol.” 
 
    “Next you’re going to say you aren’t on your way to the Pit.” 
 
    “Jed Ra. Or should I say Chief Jed Ra?” 
 
    “Either,” the mutant said. 
 
    “The Patrol is hunting for me,” Cade said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they think I work for Group Six.” 
 
    “You mean Earth Intelligence?” asked Jed Ra. 
 
    The question took Cade by surprise. He must have shown it. 
 
    “Do you think the Yun People are stupid? That we don’t understand the outer world?” 
 
    “I did think that,” Cade admitted. “They call you mutants upstairs.” 
 
    “You mean in the space station?” 
 
    “How do you know so much?” 
 
    “We are not the same as our ancestors,” Jed Ra said. “We are bigger, stronger and much tougher. I don’t know if we’re smarter than before, but we know many things. The smugglers speak to us, giving us weapons for old cyborg trash we dig out of the dirt.” 
 
    At that point, Cade changed his opinion of the mutants. They looked hideous, like animals or zombie creatures of the apocalypse. They were mutated humans, a relic of the Cyborg War, he supposed, of ancient hell-burners. With Cade’s change of opinion came a new possibility. 
 
    “Do you know about the ancient Cyborg War fought against the Old Federation?” 
 
    “The legends,” Jed Ra said. “Yes, we know.” 
 
    “I’m an Ultra, an early Ultra.” 
 
    Jed Ra squinted at Cade. “The legends say the Ultras were fierce soldiers, unbeatable in battle. You look too puny to be an Ultra. Besides, you must take us for fools. The Ultras were long ago and thus long dead.” 
 
    “I’ve slept for a thousand years in a stasis tube. I’m from that era.” 
 
    Jed Ra examined him again, critically. Finally, the mutant chief shook his beastly head. “You’re a liar. I could crush you, pulp the life out of you with my bare hands. You cannot possibly be an Ultra.” 
 
    The Yun Jed Ra was taller, wider and likely heavier than Cade. The mutant would not be faster, although he might conceivably be stronger. 
 
    “Fear has silenced you,” Jed Ra boasted. 
 
    “I’m an Ultra,” Cade said. 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Fight me.” Jed Ra slapped his massive chest. 
 
    “With guns, knives or—?” 
 
    “Hand to hand,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “Once I set down my pistols, you’ll rush me. This is just a trick to get me to disarm.” 
 
    The other three mutants hissed angrily at Cade. 
 
    “Silence,” Jed Ra thundered at them. 
 
    The three fell instantly silent. 
 
    “Observe,” Jed Ra said, as he set his big rifle onto the ground. 
 
    “What are the rules to the fight?” Cade asked. 
 
    “No rules,” Jed Ra said, moving his huge fingers. “Defeat me if you can, liar, because I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    Cade debated hard with himself. He could start firing and likely kill these four. But if Jed Ra really was the chief of the mutant horde, gaining his respect would be much more valuable in the long run. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Cade said, setting his pistols on the ground. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Cade straightened. Jed Ra roared like a beast and charged. The three watchers shouted approval, pumping their fists into the air. 
 
    Cade evaded Jed Ra’s rush by ducking under the heavy but rather slow swing. He interlaced his fingers and hammered the mutant from behind, hitting where the chief’s kidneys ought to be. Striking Jed Ra was like hitting a medicine ball, but with less effect. 
 
    Jed Ra roared again, turning. Cade jumped back to give himself room, realizing the mutant could take massive punishment. 
 
    Jed Ra barked an ugly laugh, crouching and holding out his huge arms. “Once I get a grip on you, I will crush you, breaking your bones as you howl for mercy.” 
 
    Cade did not respond. Instead, he analyzed his opponent. The mutant was massive and beastly, at least in strength and maybe in stamina. Fighting him would be like fighting a bear. He should have insisted on knives. It would have given him a better chance. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” Jed Ra sneered. 
 
    Cade didn’t look back to see if the others would interfere. He was going to have to trust their word. The rules were anything goes between Jed Ra and him, but the others were supposed to— 
 
    Jed Ra roared like a beast and rushed him, but not quite as fast as before. He tried to grapple with Cade. Cade sidestepped and jabbed, striking the side of Jed Ra’s head. Jed Ra turned fully toward him. Cade struck again, jabbing at the mutant’s face. For a second, Jed Ra clutched Cade’s forearm. Cade ripped his arm free and jumped back to give himself more room. 
 
    “Fast,” the mutant said. “You’re fast, and stronger than you look.” 
 
    Cade stepped in, throwing punches and evading the mutant’s attempt to grapple him. That must have frustrated Jed Ra. He roared louder than ever, lowered his head and charged. Cade evaded as before, raining blows against the back of the mutant’s head as he passed. The soldier was beginning to feel like a matador against an enraged bull. Jed Ra crashed against a tree trunk. Cade refrained from rushing in. It could be a trick. If Jed Ra was the chief— 
 
    The mutant turned and stood tall, his eyes red-rimmed and his nostrils flaring as he breathed heavily. “You’re tricky, Ultra. But now—” Jed Ra roared once more, charging. 
 
    Cade readied himself. 
 
    Jed Ra did not lower his head. Instead, at the last second, he skidded to a halt and flung his hands at Cade. From them, crushed tree bark flew at Cade’s face. The mutant must have scraped the bark from the tree with his claw-like fingernails while panting against it. 
 
    Cade closed his eyes, but a particle entered one. 
 
    Jed Ra laughed with savage delight. He rushed again. Cade threw blows, hitting, but Jed Ra grabbed him. Even though blood poured from the wide, flat nostrils, Jed Ra held Cade in a bear hug and started to crush the Ultra. Cade could feel his bones shift under the tremendous pressure. 
 
    Bracing himself, Cade began to hammer Jed Ra’s face with his forehead. He tore his arms free and clapped his hands three times against the mutant’s ears— 
 
    Jed Ra bellowed in pain, flinging Cade from him. The mutant shook his head, shook it again and grinded his teeth in frustrated rage. 
 
    “Off-world tricks,” one of the watching mutants said. 
 
    “I’m an Ultra,” Cade said, his torso a mass of bruises, making each breath painful. “I’m not your enemy, Jed Ra.” 
 
    “You claim to be of my tribe?” Jed Ra shouted. 
 
    “No. I’m an off-worlder. The Patrol is my enemy, at least here it is. Let’s work together and help each other.” 
 
    “We’re fighting.” 
 
    “We have been fighting,” Cade said. “Maybe we should stop and rethink things.” 
 
    “You’re admitting defeat?” Jed Ra asked in surprise. 
 
    “No. I’m saying…” Cade paused, thinking fast. “Jed Ra—Chief Jed Ra, I have a proposal for you.” 
 
    “He talks like a smuggler,” one of the others said. 
 
    “I’m a soldier,” Cade said, “and you’re leading an army, a horde. Maybe I can help you make a war-plan that will defeat the Patrol.” 
 
    “You can get us shuttles?” asked Jed Ra. 
 
    “More than that,” Cade said. “I can help you storm the space station. This is your planet. Show the Patrol you’re not going to let them dig unless they give you what you want.” 
 
    Jed Ra blinked at Cade with his red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” one of the others said. “Kill him, Jed Ra. Let us roast and eat him.” 
 
    Cade shuddered. Maybe helping them was the wrong thing to do. 
 
    Jed Ra cocked his ugly, bleeding head. “I am one chief,” he said. “I want to be High Chief of the Horde. Can you teach me to fight like you?” 
 
    “I can,” Cade said. 
 
    “The other chiefs would never listen to you,” Jed Ra said. “But I might if your ways helped me to be First Chief.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, if you’ll agree to help me leave the planet when the time comes.” 
 
    Jed Ra eyed him hard and critically. “You must be an Ultra. Otherwise, you could not have…have done so well against me. Yes. I will agree. Will you exchange blood with me to seal the bargain?” 
 
    “To become blood brothers?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Get your knife.” 
 
    Cade went to his belongings. He hoped they didn’t really eat people. If they did—he’d have to cross that bridge when he came to it. 
 
    He stepped up to the massive mutant, Jed Ra of the Yun People, and held his knife. The mutant chief pulled out a huge knife. The creature cut his palm. Cade did likewise to his own. They clasped hands; Jed Ra’s was bigger and with claws like a dog, but the hand did not grip any harder than Cade’s. 
 
    “We are blood brothers of war,” Jed Ra intoned. 
 
    Cade repeated that. 
 
    Jed Ra let go. So did Cade. 
 
    “Now come,” Jed Ra said. “We hunt the searching shuttle. While we do, we can talk about your ideas. They are interesting to me. More than anything, I yearn to be the High Chief of the Horde.” 
 
    Cade nodded, wondering what he’d gotten himself into this time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Cade soon discovered that although the Yun People were big like bears, they had the endurance of wolves. 
 
    Jed Ra left the dead mutant where he lay. The other three stripped the corpse of the weapons: a knife, a crude revolver and an old-style grenade, splitting the items among themselves. They also split the food and water. One of them muttered while they did so. 
 
    “Did you speak?” asked Jed Ra. 
 
    “No, chief,” the mutant said. 
 
    The small party set out, using the game trail, heading in the opposite direction Cade had been going. He soon wondered about something. 
 
    “Jed Ra, I have a question.” 
 
    The party halted, with Jed Ra in the lead. He came back, his hands making grasping motions. “Are you challenging my leadership?” 
 
    “No,” Cade said. “Remember, I’m an off-worlder. I do not know Yun ways.” 
 
    The other three did not speak, although they watched Jed Ra keenly. 
 
    “On the trail—it is a challenge when one questions the chief during a hunt as you have just done,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “Now that I know, I won’t do that again,” Cade said. 
 
    Jed Ra kept staring at him. 
 
    “We are blood brothers,” Cade said. “You are helping me learn Yun ways, while I will help you learn Ultra ways.” 
 
    “This is true,” Jed Ra said slowly. “Back in the War, could one of your…?” The mutant cocked his head. 
 
    “A soldier,” Cade said, “do you mean one of my soldiers?” 
 
    Jed Ra nodded. “Could one of your soldiers have spoken out as you just did?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That would not have been a challenge for leadership?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jed Ra shook his head. “Ultra ways are strange.” He turned back to the other three. “I am teaching him.” 
 
    “Yes, chief,” one of the others said. 
 
    “He will teach us old ways, soldier ways to defeat the Patrol.” Jed Ra glared at the others. “Do any of you have a question for the soldier?” 
 
    One of them peered up at the leafy canopy before regarding Cade. “How can you reach into the air to bring down spaceships?” 
 
    It took a moment for Cade to understand what the other asked. When he did, Cade said, “I’ll use missiles.” 
 
    “Where do you keep these missiles?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Cade said, “but the Spaceport does.” 
 
    The speaker frowned, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “I’ll take the Spaceport’s missiles,” Cade said. 
 
    “I do not understand how,” the other said. “It is known that two-legged machines guard the Spaceport perimeter. Even the bullets from Jed Ra’s heavy rifle would bounce off their hides.” 
 
    Cade grinned. “The two-legged machines are battlesuits. Humans put them on as you put on your boots.” 
 
    “That is a lie,” the mutant said. “We have heard that the—” 
 
    Jed Ra growled menacingly. 
 
    The mutant glanced at the chief, bobbed his hideous head as if understanding a warning and looked at Cade again. “Others have killed one of the metal guards and torn it apart. There was no puny warrior inside to eat.” 
 
    Cade turned to Jed Ra. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Chief!” the mutant said, outraged. 
 
    Jed Ra glowered, seeming to think. “Do you call Drogo a liar?” 
 
    “What?” asked Cade. “No. I was asking you for confirmation.” 
 
    Jed Ra spoke slowly. “It is said the guards aren’t all machine. There are pieces of stringy meat inside, making it part machine and part flesh.” 
 
    Cade went cold inside. “You’re talking about a cyborg.” 
 
    “The evil spirits of long ago?” asked Jed Ra. “No. I am talking about the two-legged machines.” 
 
    “What do you think cyborgs—?” Cade stopped himself, thinking this through. “Chief, I fought cyborgs in the past. They were not evil spirits but machine-men, an evil mix of the two.” 
 
    “He lies,” Drogo shouted. “We know the legends. The off-worlder calls the witch doctors liars and fools by speaking as he does.” 
 
    Jed Ra appeared troubled, glancing at Cade sidelong. “How can a man live a thousand years? This I do not understand.” 
 
    “The Ultras used a sleeper ship,” Cade said. “In such spaceships were stasis tubes. A man or woman went into one and fell into a deeper than deep sleep. Their bodily functions slowed down until they were frozen.” 
 
    “You speak strangely,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “The off-worlder calls our witch doctors fools and liars,” Drogo insisted. 
 
    Jed Ra stared expectantly at Cade. 
 
    The soldier believed he understood. He turned to Drogo. “You’re a liar and fool to call me one. Do you wish for me to break your back?” 
 
    “You challenge me?” Drogo asked in surprise. 
 
    “Do not say I say this or that unless you hear the words come out of my mouth,” Cade said. “I’ve never met your witch doctors. I don’t know your legends. I just know what I did during the War. I killed cyborgs, and what you described to me was a cyborg.” 
 
    Drogo scowled thunderously, finally looking to his two friends. “The off-worlder blasphemes our ways. He says he knows more about our legends than the witch doctors. He is pink-skinned and smooth, a weakling, I say.” 
 
    “All right, let’s fight,” Cade said, as he dropped his pack and plucked the pistols from his waistband, letting them fall onto his pack. 
 
    “Chief?” asked Drogo. 
 
    “I did not fight during the War,” Jed Ra said. “The witch doctors did not fight in the War. If you think Cade is a liar, make him eat his words.” 
 
    Drogo shed his water-skin and weapons. 
 
    Cade inhaled deeply, wondering if he was going to have to fight every few hours. That would wear him down until the last fight ended with his death. He needed to make an example of Drogo so others would be too frightened to face him. The harder and faster he did it, the better. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Cade asked grimly. 
 
    Drogo expanded his massive chest, bellowing at the top of his voice. Much as Jed Ra had done, Drogo lowered his head and charged like a rampaging bull. 
 
    Cade muttered an obscenity, faked a move at Drogo, saw the mutant shift his attack and moved the other way, sticking out a leg. Drogo crashed against it, making Cade’s shin hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. The mutant went flying, striking the path with a thud. Drogo whirled onto his back and scrambled onto his feet. Cade struck with a flying mule kick, a boot bottom connecting with Drogo’s face. That slammed the back of the warrior’s head hard against the trail. 
 
    Cade landed, rolled and scrambled back up, and he realized with sick understanding what he needed to do. The mutants, the Yun People, were too huge and primitive for him to survive for any length of time if he had to face them even once a day. The time for a harsh example was this instant. 
 
    He rushed the groggy Drogo and grabbed a tusk as he loomed over the warrior. Then, he pushed a stiffened thumb against the creature’s left eye-socket. Drogo screamed and struggled—and Cade realized that some actions were too grisly even in such a situation as this. He wasn’t going to blind the mutant as an example. He wasn’t a monster, but a soldier. So instead of digging out the eye with his thumb, Cade made a fist. He hit Drogo’s wide face, mashing the nose so it spurted blood. He struck again and once more. Then he stepped back, sucking on his bruised knuckles. 
 
    Drogo moaned with blood smeared on his face. Feebly, he put his huge hands over his bruised left eye. “He maimed me,” he wept. “He maimed me. My eye, my eye, he tore out one of my eyes.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Cade said. “I could have. I was thinking about it, and I still can.” 
 
    Drogo ceased moaning as he listened from on the ground. 
 
    “I’m an Ultra. I’m a soldier. I fought in the War against the cyborgs. Does Drogo still say I lie when I speak about them?” 
 
    Drogo said nothing, although he turned his head to peer at Cade with his good eye. 
 
    An impatient Jed Ra stepped up to Drogo, kicking him in the side. “Do you still call Cade a liar?” 
 
    “No,” Drogo said after a half-beat. 
 
    “Does Cade know about cyborgs?” Jed Ra asked. 
 
    “I…I think so,” Drogo said. 
 
    Jed Ra kicked Drogo again. “Cade will kill you if you claim he is a liar. Tell us what you think.” 
 
    “Cade knows cyborgs,” Drogo said in an empty voice. 
 
    “What about you two?” Jed Ra demanded. “Do either of you speak against Cade?” 
 
    Those two shook their heads. 
 
    “Cyborgs guard the Spaceport,” Jed Ra said. “Cyborgs are not spirits as the witch doctors have said but a mix of machine and man.” 
 
    Drogo sucked in his breath. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Jed Ra demanded. 
 
    “I do not know,” Drogo said. “I was not there.” 
 
    “Is that enough?” Jed Ra asked Cade. 
 
    “As long as he doesn’t call me a liar, I will let him keep his eyes,” Cade said. 
 
    “Then it is finished,” Jed Ra said. “Now get up, Drogo. We’re hunting the shuttle, and I have yet to get a good shot at it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Cade, Jed Ra and the others hunted, failing to catch another sight of the shuttle. It must have retreated upstairs to the space station. After two hours of tramping, the party turned away, heading elsewhere. 
 
    Drogo had ceased whimpering about his left eye. One of the others had tied a headband over the puffy, sore eye, knotting the cloth behind Drogo’s head. 
 
    Every time the soldier looked over at Drogo, he felt a pang, realizing he’d almost torn out the left eye as an example. Doing so would have as good as admitted that he feared the mutants. Drogo trudged with the others, keeping up with the fast pace. Whatever else the Yun People were, they were tough suckers. 
 
    Jed Ra hadn’t spoken to Cade since the fight. Did the chief regret the blood-brother pact? 
 
    The party reached a stream where the mutants crouched like dogs and drank their fill, refilling their water-skins afterward. Cade refilled his bottles, dropping a purification tablet into each. He was the only one who hadn’t drunk straight from the stream. 
 
    The mutants sat on the ground. Cade did likewise, sitting apart from the others. 
 
    Finally, Jed Ra stirred, getting up and approaching Cade. He loomed over the soldier, who kept a pistol ready under an arm. The burly mutant plopped onto the ground beside Cade. 
 
    “The witch doctors will hate you,” Jed Ra said. “You have spoken against their words. Maybe you thought you had to, but it was a mistake.” 
 
    Cade ingested that in silence. 
 
    “Drogo will not speak about it, but the other two will. Gunner is his brother.” 
 
    “Gunner is one of the other two?” 
 
    Jed Ra nodded. 
 
    “What do you suggest I do?” Cade asked. 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    Cade rubbed his jaw. “Jed Ra. I have another question for you.” 
 
    The mutant chief stared at him. 
 
    “Do the Yun People truly eat those of the Patrol they capture?” 
 
    “The witch doctors do.” 
 
    “Just them?” asked Cade. 
 
    “The witch doctors absorb the knowledge and strength of the enemy.” 
 
    “What about the warriors?” 
 
    Jed Ra nodded in a knowing way. “You fear to eat the Patrol people?” 
 
    “I’m not—” Cade kept himself from saying, “I’m not a cannibal.” Instead, he said, “I am not of the Yun People.” 
 
    “Ultras did not eat the cyborgs?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Jed Ra. 
 
    “We believed it is a sin to eat anything remotely human.” 
 
    “What is sin?” 
 
    “Anything against the ways of God,” Cade said with a grimace. 
 
    “This God does not want humans eating humans?” 
 
    “No,” Cade said. 
 
    “What about the witch doctors?” 
 
    “God does not want the witch doctors eating humans either.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because it is the way,” Cade said. 
 
    “Your way,” Jed Ra said, “not our way.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    “We are the Yun People. We do things our way. We are big. We are strong. We do not bleed so easily like you…you humans. Ultras were humans, yes?” 
 
    “Us early ones were at least. I don’t know about the later ones.” 
 
    Jed Ra looked up at the leafy canopy. “It might have been a mistake, my becoming your blood brother. You say things—I need the witch doctors behind me. I cannot have them hating me because they hate you. You’ve said the witch doctors are wrong, and now you say they should not eat meat.” 
 
    “Eat all the meat you want, just not other humans.” 
 
    “We are the Yun People.” 
 
    “Okay. What does that really mean? You’re mutants, which means mutated from humans. Did that happen because of radiation or were your people a cyborg experiment?” 
 
    “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Cade said. “The point is, if you’re mutated from humanity, aren’t you still human after a fashion?” 
 
    “No. We are the Yun People. We are better than humans.” 
 
    “I don’t agree,” Cade said. “For all our outer differences, our thinking seems similar.” 
 
    Jed Ra frowned heavily. “What does it matter?” 
 
    “I suppose right now…only with the God-given injunction against eating other humans. Cannibalism is wrong. If you—” 
 
    “Enough!” Jed Ra said, jumping to his feet. “Do not talk about this again. If you do…” 
 
    “Okay,” Cade said with a curt nod. 
 
    Jed Ra looked up at the canopy and then at the other three. Finally, he regarded Cade again. “Get up. We’re leaving. It’s time to return to the assembly area.” 
 
    Cade climbed to his feet, hefting the backpack, slipping the straps over his shoulders. If he was going to make a run for it, he should do it soon. But if he did make a run for it, how would he get off the planet? The Yun People were likely his best chance of reaching the smugglers. He was doing what he was doing for one simple reason: he had to rescue his wife from Group Six. The only way he could save Raina was to get off Therduim III and continue heading for Earth. 
 
    Therefore, he would do whatever gave him the best chance to succeed…no matter what it took. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, as the sun—the Therduim star—began to sink toward the horizon, Cade almost shouted out from the back of the line. Jed Ra led; the rest of them followed one after the other. 
 
    Cade recalled what had happened the last time he shouted from the back. So instead, he waited until Jed Ra called another halt. 
 
    The soldier was dog-tired. He’d been flying through space for months in a small spaceship. His endurance for hiking like this wasn’t what it had once been. Cade felt it, all right. He sagged onto the ground, glad for the respite. The pack had gotten heavier and heavier, and he finally realized they’d been trekking uphill for a time. 
 
    Jed Ra walked back to him. 
 
    Cade just wanted to stretch out and go to sleep. Instead, he stood, waiting. 
 
    “Teach me to fight the way you do,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    Cade wasn’t sure, but the chief sounded more demanding than before. “I can teach you many things. What do you find the most interesting?” 
 
    “You struck me and then Drogo with your closed hands. Teach me that.” 
 
    Cade nodded. “We call that a fist.” He raised his right hand and curled the fingers, tucking them under the thumb, making a fist. 
 
    Jed Ra raised his right hand, trying to imitate that. The dog-like claws got in the way. He scowled at Cade. 
 
    “There’s another way,” Cade said quickly. “Watch.” He stiffened his hand as if he was about to do a classic karate chop. He swung his hand this way and that. “You hit with the edge of your hand.” He used his other hand to tap the side of the first one. 
 
    “Show me how,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    Cade raised his eyebrows. “Against you?” 
 
    The huge mutant nodded. 
 
    Cade made a slow strike against Jed Ra’s left shoulder. 
 
    Jed Ra stared at the ground, thinking, finally looking up. “How long would it take for you teach me to fight like that?” 
 
    “A few weeks, maybe less.” 
 
    “What can you teach me in an hour?” 
 
    Cade debated with himself. “A hip throw,” he said. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “It could hurt.” 
 
    “Show me,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    Cade moved fast, grabbing one of the mutant’s arms and flipping him over his right hip. The chief sailed through the air, slamming onto the ground. 
 
    The others stopped speaking, staring at them. 
 
    Jed Ra picked himself off the ground with his eyes glittering with murder-lust. “You can teach me how to do that?” 
 
    “I can,” Cade said. 
 
    “Yes. Show me now. I want to learn.” 
 
    So, for the next fifteen minutes, Cade showed Jed Ra the steps for a hip throw. “You’re using your hip as the fulcrum of a lever. That allows you to use your opponent’s weight against him.” 
 
    “Enough talk,” Jed Ra said. “Show me again, the fundamentals as you say.” 
 
    Cade worked through the fundamentals and had Jed Ra do it slowly. 
 
    “I want to do it fast,” the chief said. 
 
    “Then call over one of your men and do it to him.” 
 
    Jed Ra stared at Cade, nodding and shouting for Gunner to join them. 
 
    A minute later, Jed Ra threw Gunner so the other slammed onto the dirt. 
 
    “I did it,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “It’s not as hard as it looks,” Cade said. 
 
    Gunner arose, giving Cade a dirty scowl. 
 
    “He does not like you,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    Cade said nothing. 
 
    “Again,” Jed Ra told Gunner. 
 
    “It is…” 
 
    “Yes?” Jed Ra asked Gunner. 
 
    “Again,” Gunner said sullenly. 
 
    Jed Ra hip threw the brother of Drogo once more, this time harder so Gunner slammed against the ground. 
 
    “You’re getting the hang of it,” Cade said. 
 
    Jed Ra faced him triumphantly. “I will throw you now.” 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “You have taught me your tricks. I could easily defeat you. Admit it.” 
 
    Cade grinned. 
 
    “You find that funny?” asked Jed Ra. 
 
    “I do, blood brother.” 
 
    Jed Ra eyed Cade, smiling at last. Then he turned away, telling the others they would sleep here for the night. 
 
    They bedded in a circle, their heads inward and their feet outward. The mutants lay on the ground like dogs. Cade found a few fronds, making himself a bed of them. Even wild gorillas did that. 
 
    “He needs the ground soft,” Gunner said. 
 
    None of the others laughed. Maybe because of that, Gunner did not say it again. 
 
    There were plenty of night sounds, animals padding past in the dark. None of them attacked the sleeping party. 
 
    The next morning, they ate rations, drank from their water-skins and set out at a swifter pace than yesterday. They stopped twice in the morning at different streams, drinking like dogs. Cade used his bottles, always dropping in another purification tablet to kill any unwanted bacteria or other germs. He would run out of the tablets soon at this rate, in a few more days. Just how long was he supposed to survive with the mutants before he got off-planet? 
 
    Jed Ra had him refine the hip throw, and the chief karate-chopped several times. He finally told Cade to strike him as hard as he could the flat-hand way. 
 
    Cade debated, finally shouting and striking the edge of the chief’s thick neck. Jed Ra staggered, but remained upright. 
 
    “Is that the best you can do?” the mutant asked. 
 
    “Far from it,” Cade said. 
 
    “Show me. Attack. See if you can drop me, but do it in a way that I can learn.” 
 
    “You sure you want that?” 
 
    “What did I say? Do you call me a liar?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want the others to see?” asked Cade. 
 
    Jed Ra examined the watching three. “No,” he said. “Let us step over there behind the fronds.” 
 
    They did, and the two faced each other. 
 
    “Strike,” Jed Ra said. “Put me on the ground if you can. But I’ll grab and crush you if you fail.” 
 
    Cade had been thinking. He now shouted and threw a flat-footed kick into the mutant’s stomach. Jed Ra tried to grab the foot. That’s when Cade punched him viciously in the throat. Jed Ra gurgled in pain as his eyes closed. Cade walked behind him and with a foot kicked out the back of the mutant’s knee. Jed Ra crumpled onto the damp soil. 
 
    Cade walked around the fallen giant, crouching so his butt rested on his boot heels. 
 
    From the ground, Jed Ra opened his eyes. He wheezed and touched his throat with his clawed fingertips. “You’re an Ultra,” the mutant said hoarsely. “Now I truly believe. You slept a thousand years?” 
 
    “Something like that. I don’t know the exact number.” 
 
    Jed Ra suppressed a groan as he struggled upright. He touched his throat once more. “You could have hit harder, couldn’t you?” 
 
    Cade nodded. 
 
    “You could have crushed my throat.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said. “But it isn’t an easy blow. What I mean, the throat is hard to hit. So, you have to make it an easier target. You have to get your opponent to stand still for you.” 
 
    “The kick did that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cade said, seeing that Jed Ra really understood. 
 
    The mutant grinned evilly. “You will continue to teach me. But is there an easier way for me to learn?” 
 
    “You mean so I don’t keep injuring you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There is. That you’re asking means you’re becoming more dangerous.” Cade paused, deciding it was time to learn more. “How big is your tribe, clan, whatever you’re the chief of?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven warriors.” 
 
    “How big is the horde?” 
 
    “Almost six hundred warriors.” 
 
    “How big is the biggest clan?” 
 
    “Tribe. It’s called a tribe.” 
 
    Cade nodded. 
 
    “One hundred and three warriors,” Jed Ra said. “Bolgol is the chief. He’s the fiercest warrior. Even your tricks might not work against him. He is mountain strong, but he isn’t smart. I’m the smartest of the chiefs. If I led the horde, we would drive the Patrol from the planet. But I want more than that. I want their shuttles, their spaceships and the space station the smugglers complain about.” 
 
    “Are any smugglers with the horde?” 
 
    Jed Ra made a scornful sound. “A smuggler never leaves his ship. He is too afraid. We always trade under the guns.” 
 
    “The ship’s guns?” asked Cade. 
 
    Jed Ra nodded. 
 
    “When is the next smuggler supposed to land?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They haven’t for several weeks. The Patrol must have brought more warships into the system.” 
 
    Cade ingested that, wondering again how Jed Ra knew so much. The mutant seemed like a primitive but obviously thought on a higher plane than that. Did the witch doctors possess technology? He’d begun to suspect so. 
 
    “My throat no longer hurts so much,” Jed Ra said. “It is time to march again. Come. We’ll rejoin the others and trek.” 
 
    “Will we reach the horde today?” 
 
    “In a few hours,” Jed Ra said, peering at Cade. “The witch doctors will question you. They might demand we slay you, wanting to eat you to gain your wisdom.” 
 
    Was that literal? If the Patrol used cyborg troopers to guard the Spaceport, did the witch doctors have other leftover cyborg tech? Maybe the best thing would be to drop a new round of hell-burners onto the planet. 
 
    “You are quiet,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Cade said. “The sooner we leave, the sooner I can find out if the witch doctors are going to let me live or not.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    They reached higher ground, a great jungle plateau. There were fewer towering fronds and more giant trees, and there were more breaks in the canopy. Colorful birds cawed at them. Once, Cade spied a leathery-winged creature like a flying snake. 
 
    “Watch out for the zipper,” Jed Ra warned, pointing at the leathery-winged flyer. “Its bite is poison. They’re more likely to attack a lone warrior than a small party like ours. If one strikes, a flock of zippers lands and devours the flesh in less than an hour.” 
 
    Cade nodded and the trek continued. There were no signs of mutant occupation of any kind. That meant there was no litter, not even mutant scat. 
 
    “Jed Ra,” Cade said at their next rest stop. “How do the chiefs feed their warriors?” 
 
    Drogo, Gunner and the other looked up sharply and laughed at the question. 
 
    Jed Ra frowned. “I do not understand. Warriors hunt for their food. The chiefs do not give it to them.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Cade said. “The horde is six hundred warriors strong. Do all the warriors go out and hunt each day?” 
 
    “Ah,” Jed Ra said. “You mean the Diggers.” 
 
    Once more, the other three looked up sharply as Gunner gasped. 
 
    Jed Ra gave Gunner a baleful glare before turning to Cade. “We do not speak about—them. It is forbidden. Never mention them or you will die. You will understand why that is so soon enough.” 
 
    Cade didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the party trekked under the leafy canopy, the pace increasing yet again. 
 
    Diggers, Cade thought. What in the world are Diggers? Why is it forbidden to speak about them? And what do they have to do with feeding the horde? 
 
    A possible answer came an hour later. Jed Ra slowed their advance and began to look about as if searching for something. He pointed several minutes later. 
 
    “Over there,” the chief said. “Walk slowly, and try not to leave any prints.” 
 
    Cade had no idea what the chief might have seen. He looked around, stepping lightly and was curious why Jed Ra halted beside a dead tree stump. That was unusual, the dead stump. Maybe lightning had destroyed it. 
 
    Jed Ra felt around the jagged stump, pressing something. There was a hydraulic noise, and part of the stump rose, a jagged camouflaged part. Jed Ra did not look back, but began to descend steps, walking into the earth. The others followed without comment. 
 
    Cade came last. He was astonished to see light shining from below, obviously artificial light. He went down stone steps, and his shoulders twitched as the camouflaged half of the stump began to whine, lowering over him and hiding the hole. Cade hurried, reaching the tunnel. 
 
    Jed Ra was at a simple control. 
 
    “What…what is this place?” Cade asked. 
 
    “It is a tunnel.” 
 
    “Did the Yun People make it?” 
 
    “You know we did not. It belongs to them, to the Forbidden Ones. Speak no more about it.” 
 
    Cade opened his mouth to ask more, and slowly closed his mouth. 
 
    “Come,” Jed Ra said. “I must report.” 
 
    Cade’s hackles rose as they began to trek through the subterranean tunnel. There were lights above, lights fed with electricity. Who were the Diggers? Did they have anything to do with the ancient cyborgs? 
 
    This is bad. Halifax never said anything about Diggers or underground quarters. Does the Patrol know about the Diggers? 
 
    Cade had a feeling the Patrol did not. 
 
    They must have trekked a kilometer. The tunnel turned many times and finally went down sharply and then turned to a checkpoint. 
 
    Cade blanched as a thin mutant rose from where he’d been sitting. He had knobbed skin with warts, and warthog-like tusks coming out of his mouth, but he was rail-thin, wore a human skull over his loins and rattled with other bones shaped into a kirtle or short dress. The mutant’s face was painted like an old-time Apache brave, and his eyes held hideous intelligence. He had long, braided hair instead of a shaved scalp. He held a skull-topped baton and stared at Cade with loathing. 
 
    “What is that?” the thin mutant demanded. “Why aren’t his hands tied behind his back?” 
 
    “He is my blood-brother,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    The thin mutant’s heard turned sharply to stare at Jed Ra. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I have spoken,” Jed Ra said. “I know you heard me.” 
 
    Cade heard the truculence and hesitation in the chief’s voice. Jed Ra feared the thin mutant, likely a witch doctor. 
 
    “He is not of the Yun People,” the witch doctor said. “He cannot enter the assembly area.” 
 
    “He is my blood-brother,” Jed Ra said. 
 
    “You dare to gainsay my words?” the witch doctor asked in disbelief. “Think again, Jed Ra.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Cade said. 
 
    The witch doctor turned to him with outrage. “You are meat. Meat does not talk back. Jed Ra, subdue him.” 
 
    “I cannot,” Jed Ra said. “We have shared our blood.” 
 
    “One of you others, subdue the meat for me. I will fatten him in time for the great feast.” 
 
    Gunner nudged Drogo with an elbow and jutted his chin at Cade. 
 
    “No!” Jed Ra said. “I am your chief. Marcus Cade and I have mingled blood.” 
 
    Gunner and Drogo hesitated. 
 
    The witch doctor noticed, making him angrier. “You will lose your chieftainship, Jed Ra. You have brought an armed human underground. That is forbidden. You others, obey my word. The Diggers have given me the authority, and now I command you.” 
 
    Gunner drew a crude revolver. 
 
    Cade had been waiting for something like that and shot Gunner in the head, the retort loud in the tunnel. He turned and shot the witch doctor next, pumping four bullets into him. The thin mutant staggered back and slid down along a dirt wall. 
 
    “Don’t,” Cade told Drogo, as he aimed the smoking pistols at the mutant. 
 
    Drogo didn’t listen but continued to draw his knife. 
 
    Cade shot him, too, and the mutant dropped beside his dead brother. 
 
    Through it all, Jed Ra remained motionless, while the last of the party stepped back. 
 
    Jed Ra stared at the dead mutants and then Cade. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cade said. “I see now that it was never going to work. We tried. You and I—we have to go our separate ways.” 
 
    “You slew the witch doctor. You killed two of my warriors.” 
 
    “Yes, blood brother. You can blame it all on me. I’m leaving,” Cade said, the pistols aimed at Jed Ra. “Why don’t you go and make your report.” 
 
    “I…I must kill you,” Jed Ra said dully. 
 
    “You can try. But if you’re smart, you’ll find another way. Good-bye, Jed Ra.” Cade started backing up. He felt an unexpected pang of sadness. It had been a long time since he had a brother in arms. Briefly, hope had awakened in him, but now it had died again. “Goodbye, blood brother.” 
 
    Jed Ra stood watching him. 
 
    Cade moved around a corner in the tunnel. He turned and ran up the steep grade. He kept looking back, but Jed Ra didn’t appear. 
 
    At last, Cade slowed down. He had to get out of the tunnel, and do what? Survival for the moment. Later…he’d deal with that when later arrived. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Arbiter Ira Drang was back on the space station, pacing before a closed door in the main Medical Wing. 
 
    She wore her leather greatcoat, the brim of the military hat just above her eyebrows. She’d been up to the Operational Center. The Sub-Protector hadn’t been there. She’d received a verbal report from the officer in charge. Nothing had changed on the planet. It was quiet at the Spaceport, quiet along the road and peaceful as could be in the Pit. There were no signs of the damned mutants. Even so, the scientists at the Pit were nervous, demanding an immediate lift-off. They said there were tremors in the earth indicating something vile and dangerous. 
 
    What did the scientists think was going to happen? That the mutants would boil into the Pit from subterranean tunnels? 
 
    Drang halted as her head jerked up. Was that it? Had she stumbled upon something? Did the mutants have—? 
 
    “Tunnels?” she whispered. 
 
    Drang frowned, considering the idea. She grimaced a moment later. Mutants digging long and laborious tunnels—the idea was ludicrous on the face of it. The mutants were little better than savages. They might not even be a problem if the smugglers hadn’t traded weapons for ancient cyborg relics or sometimes just pieces of relics. 
 
    Drang exhaled sharply and glanced at the closed door. She was in a waiting room, three of her security people seated on chairs and reading magazines or watching the wall-vid. They weren’t like her old security people, the ones that had been brutalized by Cade’s rampage. How was she going to replace Monitor Varo? He’d been a dogged intelligence agent, able to sift through hundreds of computer files and find the pertinent data. 
 
    Why had Group Six sent Halifax and Cade here? What did Earth want with Therduim III? Cyborg tech, clearly. Why just those two agents, though? Hmm. More Group Six personnel must already have arrived in the system. Likely, they were among the smugglers. Could she convince the Sub-Protector to send a flotilla into the Asteroids to clear out the smugglers? Was the Sub-Protector secretly receiving bribes to refrain from doing the obvious? 
 
    “I need you Varo. Why did you get yourself killed?” 
 
    It had been shrewd of Cade to make sure Varo was dead. Clearly, that had been on purpose. Had Group Six already infiltrated agents onto the station? She was beginning to suspect so. 
 
    The closed door opened. A surgeon stepped out, a short, thickset man in medical green. He lowered his surgical mask, staring fixedly at her. 
 
    “He’s still alive,” the surgeon said. 
 
    Drang’s lips curved upward ever so slightly. 
 
    The surgeon shivered, perhaps thinking it a predatory gesture, an unconscious thing on her part. 
 
    “He’s not critical anymore,” the surgeon said, “but he’s still not good either.” 
 
    “Could he survive the mind scanner?” 
 
    The surgeon looked away, shaking his head. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to like the mind scanner, Doctor. It is a useful tool, though. Halifax is an enemy of the state, our state. Don’t protect him out of some ancient medical sympathy for the hurting.” 
 
    “The mind scanner is tricky,” the surgeon said. “You know that. It could cause trauma. Given his state, possibly massive trauma. In that event, he would die or go into a vegetative state before he answered any of your questions.” 
 
    “In your opinion,” she said. 
 
    He faced her, meeting her gaze, nodding. “In my expert medical opinion.” 
 
    “Can he talk?” asked Drang. 
 
    “He’s groggy.” 
 
    “Give him a stimulant to loosen his tongue.” 
 
    “He’s in no state to receive one.” 
 
    “Which would be worse for him, I wonder: a stimulant or the mind scanner?” 
 
    The surgeon nodded in a tired way. “You’ve made your point. I’ll give him the stimulant. I’ll also monitor his condition as you question him.” 
 
    Is this man a Group Six agent? The thought struck Drang hard. She hadn’t checked the surgeon’s record. If he were an enemy agent, he would be monitoring Halifax to see if the spy gave anything useful away. 
 
    “No,” Drang said. “I’ll question him alone.” 
 
    “That’s highly unusual. I—” 
 
    The curved smile returned as tall Ira Drang stepped toward the surgeon, towering over him. “What will you do?” 
 
    He nodded sharply and no longer met her gaze. “If you’ll follow me, Arbiter.” He turned without listening for her reply. 
 
    Drang followed triumphantly, vowing to root out every Group Six agent on her station. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arbiter Drang stared down at the invalid. 
 
    Dr. Halifax lay on a cot with only his eyes and mouth showing. Literally, from head to toe, he was swathed in special bandages that protected his severely burned skin. Machines beeped as they watched him, a tube and several wires attached to him. 
 
    The surgeon had given the hypogun injection and departed. The stimulant was still working through the doctor’s strained system. 
 
    Earlier, Drang’s shuttle team had discovered Halifax not too far from the warhead’s blast zone. The man had lacked any clothes and moaned in agony from the severe burns. His former backpack had absorbed some of the blast and heat. The pack had likely saved his life. 
 
    They hadn’t found any evidence of Marcus Cade, the supposed Ultra. Could Cade have run away far enough to evade the warhead’s damaging power? 
 
    Halifax groaned. 
 
    Drang watched him. 
 
    Earlier, she’d wanted to widen the search for Cade. A low-level flight over the jungle in an increasingly wide circle would have likely turned him up if he was still alive. The others had argued with her. The pilot had dearly wanted to leave. Against her better judgment, Drang had given in, ordering the shuttle back up to the space station. In the end, one of the oldest arguments in the universe had convinced her. A bird in hand was worth more than two in the bush. 
 
    Now it was time to reap the dividends of her decision. 
 
    Halifax blinked, barely able to do so because of the bandages. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” Drang asked. 
 
    Halifax blinked again, saying nothing. 
 
    “Don’t pretend, Doctor.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, and his breathing evened out as if he’d fallen asleep on her. 
 
    Drang leaned near his head. “The reason you shouldn’t pretend is—” 
 
    Halifax shivered once, likely in surprise, but he didn’t make a sound. 
 
    It told her he’d been ready for something. It told her his discipline and cunning were operative. He was strong enough to answer questions then, but clearly didn’t want to. 
 
    “—the reason you should talk is the mind scanner,” Drang said. “It awaits the recalcitrant.” 
 
    “I’m…weary,” Halifax whispered. “So very weary.” 
 
    “Not as weary as you’ll be once we’ve drained your memories with the mind scanner, leaving you an imbecile.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Halifax whined. 
 
    “Information.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I can.” 
 
    “Wise,” Drang said, straightening so she could look down at him. 
 
    “Provided you give me some guarantees,” he said. 
 
    After a half-pause, she said, “Yes. I’ll do that.” 
 
    The doctor waited. 
 
    “I guarantee that I’ll send you to the mind scanner if I believe you’re playing games,” Drang said. “I guarantee I’ll send you before a firing squad for engaging in espionage.” 
 
    “Why should I talk then?” 
 
    “Obviously to try to gain my goodwill,” Drang said. 
 
    Halifax opened his eyes, staring up at her. “I’m not a foreign agent.” 
 
    “You don’t belong to Group Six?” 
 
    “I did. I was Cade’s case officer once. That’s over now.” 
 
    “No lies, Doctor.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Halifax said earnestly. “Everything changed for me after I rescued Cade from Avalon IV. He gave me the Descartes, provided I gave him a ride to Earth.” 
 
    “You’re going to stick with that?” 
 
    “Why is that so hard to believe? Cade is a monomaniac. He has one goal: to retrieve his wife. He won her in some kind of game.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Halifax told her what little he knew, how the Games were supposed to inspire the Ultras. This time, Cade and his wife Raina fell in love with each other. She’d been a Valkyrie, a beautiful woman with a flawless genetic history. Cade was fixated on reaching Earth, doing whatever he needed to regain his beloved wife. 
 
    “You’re telling me Cade thinks he can fight Group Six on Earth?” Drang asked. 
 
    “You saw him in your detention cell. He seemed pretty damned determined to take on the entire space station. He made it, too, didn’t he?” 
 
    “You think he survived the blast?” 
 
    Halifax laughed bleakly. “He was outta there, Arbiter. I saw him, shouted at him to wait up for me. He must have known you guys had launched a missile. It caught me in the blast. I doubt it caught him.” 
 
    “Then the mutants have him.” 
 
    Halifax ever so slightly shook his bandaged head. “Don’t count on it.” 
 
    Drang stared down at Halifax. Despite herself, she was beginning to believe the man. She was beginning to believe because she’d seen Cade operate. He’d been a man of his word, as well. Would such a man battle the universe to reach his wife? 
 
    Drang’s mouth opened in surprise. An Ultra like Cade would do exactly that. Yet, if that were true— 
 
    Station mechanics had gone over the Descartes. The Intersplit engine had been jury-rigged, barely allowing the ex-Patrol scout to make it to the space station. That part of their story checked out. 
 
    Drang turned away from Halifax, heading for the exit. 
 
    “Hey,” Halifax said. 
 
    Drang paused, looking back at him. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s still up in the air.” 
 
    “Don’t put me under the mind scanner.” 
 
    Drang smirked. “Not yet, Doctor, but maybe soon.” 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    Drang resumed her march, thinking as she moved through the exit. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Ira Drang returned upstairs to the Operational Center, which was situated at the top of the main pillar of the space station. The Sub-Protector had still not shown up. Thus, she spoke to the officer-in-charge, Senior Commandant Estevan. 
 
    He was a middle-aged man with a ring of hair around an otherwise bald scalp. Estevan was crisp and businesslike, a professional in the best sense of the word. 
 
    He bowed his head and tapped his boot heels together as Drang addressed him. “How can I be of service, Arbiter?” 
 
    “When do you expect the Sub-Protector to return?” 
 
    “He’s inspecting the latest cruiser,” Estevan said. “I imagine the captain will wish to dine with our Sub-Protector. I don’t expect the Sub-Protector back on the station until tomorrow at the earliest. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Drang said. “Have you noticed any unusual space activity?” 
 
    Estevan raised his eyebrows. “Could you be more specific?” 
 
    Was that hesitation on his part? The senior commandant seemed ready to please. Perhaps that was an act. Where was Estevan from? Drang concentrated. Egon Krenz was from Bremen. Estevan was from Rio, a poorer world far from here. Had they gone to the same military academy? No, no, not even the same year or sector. As far as she knew, this was the first posting where Estevan had served with Sub-Protector Egon Krenz. 
 
    “Arbiter? Are you well?” 
 
    Drang tilted her head. “I was woolgathering, trying to remember your last posting.” 
 
    “No surprises there,” Estevan said. “I was a sensor operator on Deep Cruiser Kerch. We helped solve the Baw Triangle Pirating troubles. It was quite the operation, the pirates raiding three star systems and smuggling the proceeds onto Albion II. Several Albion senators were executed, and a few shipping tycoons are spending the rest of their lives picking stone-fields on Masmodo V.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Estevan dipped his balding scalp. “I’ve been upgrading the station sensors and the buoys circling the planet.” 
 
    “To watch the mutants better?” asked Drang. 
 
    “The sensors are aimed spaceward,” Estevan said. “Our Sub-Protector has plans for our smugglers. But surely you already know all this.” 
 
    Drang inclined her head, even though this was the first she’d heard about it. Which was odd, really. Wouldn’t the Sub-Protector desire her input on such an operation? 
 
    Drang’s professional suspicions clicked on. Was Egon Krenz attempting to catch the smugglers or to aid them? Surely, with Estevan’s record, no one would suspect sensor tampering. Yet, if Estevan was so good, why hadn’t the Patrol captured any smugglers yet? 
 
    “Could you give me a demonstration of the new sensors?” Drang asked. 
 
    Estevan rubbed his chin. “Our latest fixes haven’t come online yet. Perhaps some testing ahead of time would be a good idea. Unfortunately, the Sub-Protector has given strict orders against engaging them too soon. He wants to surprise the smugglers. He also wants to witness their surprise in person.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Drang said, more suspicious now rather than less. “A small test shouldn’t hurt that, however. You see, I’m under pressure from Intelligence HQ regarding the smugglers. I’d like to report something positive for a change.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Estevan said. “Yes. Let’s test one of the new sensor nodes. I’m eager to see what they produce.” He motioned to her before moving smartly to an empty seat at a shiny new console. Sliding into the seat, the senior commandant began tapping the board, causing lights to blink into function mode. 
 
    “This will take a little calibration,” Estevan said. 
 
    Drang watched. The senior commandant moved proficiently and surely. Perhaps he missed his sensor post on the Kerch. 
 
    “The screen is coming on,” Estevan said. “Can you see?” 
 
    Drang bent lower. “Yes. I see it.” 
 
    Estevan’s fingers blurred upon the board. “I’m making a quick and passive sweep, looking for anything out of the ordinary. The Asteroids are sixteen million kilometers from us, amazingly close in stellar terms. They’re almost in range to be considered Therduim III satellites, almost but not quite, especially given our terrestrial size.” 
 
    Drang nodded politely. That was part of the problem. If the Asteroids had been farther away, it would have been easier spotting the smugglers’ stealth ships when they made a run for the planet. 
 
    “This is strange,” Estevan said. “The calibration is off.” He chuckled ruefully. “It’s almost as if there’s been some tampering.” 
 
    Drang appeared bored, although she mentally perked up. 
 
    In some fashion, Estevan must have noticed that. “Careless maintenance must have been responsible for this. I can’t imagine any other reason.” 
 
    I can, Drang told herself. It was starting to seem that her idle speculation about the Sub-Protector might have more basis in fact than she’d realized. 
 
    “I can fix this immediately from here.” Estevan manipulated quickly. Schematics of the sensor array appeared on his screen instead of outer space. “Aha,” he said, tapping fast afterward. He did not say “strange” again, but his manner implied it. He clicked to see other schematics. At one, he simply stared for a few seconds, looking up at her afterward. “This is what you’re after, isn’t it?” 
 
    Drang stared at him, not comprehending. 
 
    “I knew nothing about this,” Estevan said. 
 
    “The tampering, you mean?” she asked, guessing. 
 
    “The crude tampering,” he said, sounding angry. “I can fix this if you desire.” 
 
    “Yes. Please do so.” 
 
    He nodded, tapping, examining and tapping again. Once done, he sighed and sat back. He didn’t stay that way for long, but turned toward her. “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “Not if you help me find the culprit.” 
 
    The relief flooding his face was obvious. “I had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “I know,” Drang said. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “When did you suspect something was off?” 
 
    “That’s my department, Senior Commandant. Is the sensor node ready for scanning?” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “Mr. Estevan,” she said. 
 
    His head twitched as if she’d struck him. “Of course,” he said, turning back to his board. Soon, the schematics disappeared. Space reappeared. 
 
    “We will resume our hunt, but start from scratch,” Estevan said. He waited over his console like a hawk, his eyes shifting as he tried to observe everything at once. Suddenly, he leaned forward, tapping. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Drang asked. 
 
    “I struck an echo, a ghost some would say. Experience has taught me that this is likely a cloaked ship. I’m using an advanced sensor. We call it the Goshen System. I can explain—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Drang said. 
 
    “Hello,” Estevan said. He scowled, shaking his head a moment later. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “This is an advanced cloaking system. It has to be. I saw something. Then, it just…disappeared.” 
 
    “Was it a smuggling ship?” 
 
    “That or a foreign military vessel,” Estevan said. “I need to find it.” He manipulated with a will. Several seconds later— 
 
    Drang saw an odd-shaped vessel, a shark-like ship with seeming scales for hull armor. A second later, the ship vanished from the sensor screen. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Estevan said. “It certainly wasn’t a smuggler’s ship, I can tell you that. The thing sensed our Goshen System and recalibrated. It’s like…” 
 
    “Go on,” Drang said. 
 
    Estevan made a face. “This might sound crazy, but what we just witnessed strikes me as ancient cyborg technology. We haven’t dug anything like that up from the Pit, have we?” 
 
    Drang frowned, pulling at her lower lip. Ultras. Cyborgs. Did that weird military vessel have anything to do with Marcus Cade? That seemed— 
 
    Drang came to a decision. “Senior Commandant, come with me.” 
 
    “To where?” he asked. 
 
    She peered at him sternly. “We have an emergency on our hands, and I think our Sub-Protector is corrupted. You and I must plan carefully if we’re going to save our space station and our careers.” 
 
    “Arbiter?” 
 
    “Come with me,” Drang said. “We need to talk where we’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Cade moved along the jungle trail, pushing himself. He’d left the false tree-trunk hours ago. There still hadn’t been any pursuit. Well, he hadn’t detected any. 
 
    He kept wondering about Jed Ra. Cade felt bad that he’d wrecked things for the mutant chief. The mutant had treated him well. Would they cook Jed Ra in a pot, the witch doctors devouring his flesh? That was so repugnant. Once more, Cade realized he’d had no other choice, as the witch doctor hadn’t given him any. 
 
    If Cade had been in better shape, he would have felt more optimistic about the situation. He’d been caged aboard the Descartes for months on end. Only when the engine needed repairing had he lived normally. The few times bounty hunting had also been enjoyable, as he’d moved on a planet or a larger space station. 
 
    Was Dr. Halifax still alive? Or had the man died in the antimatter blast? The case officer for Group Six had reverted to form. Cade still couldn’t believe how Halifax had sold him out. 
 
    If Cade survived Therduim III, it looked as if he’d have to use a starliner to reach Earth. He’d hoped to use the advantage of having his own spaceship once near the homeworld. Cade shook his head. None of that mattered if he couldn’t survive Therduim III. He was on a planet full of mutants, Diggers and possible cyborg troopers, if the story about the Spaceport was correct. 
 
    What was the best way to get off the planet? He had two choices: a smuggler ship or a space-station shuttle. Between those two choices, he had variations. Maybe he could fly off-planet in a shuttle as someone else. That would mean what, though? 
 
    The best way to get off-planet in disguise would be from the Pit. There were scientists and technicians there. The Spaceport sounded like the better place except for the cyborg trooper guard. 
 
    A gunshot sounded from behind. 
 
    Instinctively, Cade dove onto the ground. He still wore his backpack. He didn’t hear a bullet whiz overhead. He started crawling, moving to the left. Then he panted from on the ground, waiting and listening. 
 
    Soon, he heard the careful tread of hunters moving through the dense brush. Here on Therduim III, that was everywhere so far. 
 
    Moving slowly, Cade drew a pistol and then another. He lay on his backpack as best he could, the pistols aimed in the direction he’d come. 
 
    The moving sounds stopped. 
 
    Cade closed his eyes. He heard breathing to his right. Opening his eyes, he shifted the pistols that way. 
 
    “I thought I saw him,” someone said. 
 
    Seconds passed. 
 
    “You fool. You did. Look. He crashed to the trail here.” 
 
    “That means—” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    Cade didn’t move from his back. He was certain the mutants would hear that. If they saw where he’d crashed down, why didn’t— 
 
    Cade rolled to the left and onto his stomach. Shots rang out, dirt spraying where he’d just been. The soldier scrambled to a crouched position and then ever so slowly eased backward. It was hard on his quads, but he could do it. Finally, he stood up behind a tree trunk and then peered around it to the left. 
 
    He spied a shape moving just as slowly behind foliage. He spied another shape farther off. Without thinking it through too much, he fired at one and then the other. After that, he backed up again. 
 
    There was a thump, and then a moan. He’d hit one of them at least, or one of them was faking, trying to draw him out. 
 
    He could shed the backpack, but he didn’t want to risk losing it. It had his water bottles, purification tablets and dried rations. Drinking the planetary water straight might well incapacitate him. He couldn’t afford that— 
 
    Cade fired both pistols, taking two sneaking mutants in the head. They crumpled out of sight. 
 
    Now, Cade moved. He charged through the undergrowth, coming upon one mutant trying to rise. Blood poured from a head wound, but not a fatal wound. 
 
    Cade pumped three shots into the warrior, finishing him. The second mutant was already dead with a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. 
 
    Cade found the third and last mutant thirty seconds later. He checked their bodies. There was nothing he wanted from them, not even their knives and certainly not their crude revolvers. He’d been hoping to find a grenade. 
 
    This had been a three-mutant team, scouts, he supposed. 
 
    I have to push harder. There have to be more of them coming after me. 
 
    Cade used the trail, trotting instead of simply walking. He held the pace for ten minutes. By the end of it, he was soaked with sweat in the heat and humidity. 
 
    He shed his pack, took a salt tablet and finished off a water bottle. Then he rummaged in the pack until he found a stim. He weighed the little black pill in his palm. With a decisive move, he tossed the pill into the back of his throat, using water to wash it down. 
 
    He put on the pack and started moving again. Soon, he felt refreshed. It was artificial, but what the hell. He was going to need it. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he stopped, listening hard. He heard a faint roar, distant shouts maybe. A horn blew afterward. The main search party—if that was what it was—must have found the dead scouts. 
 
    Now they know I’m here, and they’re going to race after me. 
 
    The horns blew again, louder and longer. 
 
    Cade nodded, and he began to trot once more. He stretched it out, pretending to enjoy the exertion of his legs. He started breathing hard, although he could keep going like this for as long as the stim lasted. That would be another hour. Could the mutants keep up the pace? He had little doubt they could. 
 
    Once again, Cade debated shedding his backpack. Maybe a few germs or native bacteria crawling through his system would be better than cooking in a cannibal’s pot with his backpack on. He was stubborn, though, and trusted his instincts. He retained the pack. 
 
    A half-hour later, the horns blew again. They were much closer than before. 
 
    “Shit,” Cade said. He was going to have to shed his pack after all. He should have done it sooner. “No regrets,” he told himself. 
 
    He skidded to a halt, attached the water bottles to his belt, stuffed the remaining purification tablets in his pockets and dared to take another stim with as much water as he could hold. Afterward, he ate a ration bar and stuffed the rest in his pockets until he had no more room. Lastly, he heaved the pack as far as he could into the brush. One of those bastards would find it, and they might stall just a few minutes arguing about it. 
 
    After that, Cade set off again, turning the trot into a faster run. It was time to put as much distance as he could between himself and the hunters. This might have just turned into a death race. If so, he planned to win it for Raina’s sake. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Cade ran down a jungle path. He was tired, and his thighs quivered from exhaustion. He’d been running for hours. His water bottles were empty, and he was getting thirsty, his clothes soaked with sweat. The two stimulants had worn off a long time ago. He could hear the mutants blow their horns from time to time. They were getting closer again. For several hours, the horns had gotten fainter. Not anymore. He was running out of steam, as the old saying went. 
 
    Part of an Ultra’s power was going the extra mile and then some. He could tap his inner reserves better than an ordinary soldier could. Those reserves were nearing their end, however. He needed water. He needed a breather, and he needed them soon or he would collapse. 
 
    What was the right decision? He could stop and sell himself dearly, killing more mutants. But how would that help Raina? 
 
    “Wouldn’t,” Cade whispered. 
 
    He blinked stinging sweat out of his eyes and yelped in surprise as he broke out from under the jungle canopy, running across grassy ground as he approached— 
 
    Cade slid to a halt, staring stupidly at a black road. It looked like old-time blacktop, but it couldn’t be that. He craned his sweat-dripping head to the right and then to the left. The road went in both directions. The jungle had been cut back from the road, with weed-killer no doubt sprayed liberally every month. 
 
    “This is the road.” 
 
    This was the only road on the planet. The jungle paths didn’t count. The road went from the Spaceport to the Pit. He’d reached a symbol of civilization, Concord civilization. 
 
    Could he have run that far in so short a time? When he’d been with Jed Ra, they had walked the entire time. 
 
    Cade took off the wide-brimmed floppy hat and waved it at his face. He was panting, sweating and full of indecision. 
 
    Should he cross the road, head for the Pit or the Spaceport? Which way was which? 
 
    He didn’t know, and he was too tired to figure it out. 
 
    “Screw it,” he said. 
 
    Cade put the hat back on and stumbled to the road. It was hot, radiating the heat of the Therduim star. Right or left, which way should he go? 
 
    “What should I do, Raina?” 
 
    No one answered him. He’d have to make his own damned decision. 
 
    Cade grunted and went left. “The Pit,” he muttered. “I think this way is the Pit.” 
 
    He’d decided some time ago that he’d have a better chance of blending in with the scientists and workers. Well, he would give it his best shot. What else could he do? 
 
    He didn’t shake his head. He was too weary for that. 
 
    He debated traveling on the road for a time. The heat would be too much, drying him out even faster than what was happening. Sure, the mutants could trail his tracks if he stayed on the side of the road. Let them trail. He had a feeling the mutants didn’t like walking so openly near or on the road. 
 
    Wouldn’t the Patrol sweep the road with armored cars or have jets buzz it? He was banking on one or the other to save him. 
 
    Cade kept telling himself to start running again. He simply couldn’t make his body do it. The heat was oppressive, his thirst rising and his physical deterioration increasing rapidly. 
 
    Maybe twenty minutes later, horns blared in the distance. 
 
    Cade muttered an obscenity and actually waved his hand back at them. He couldn’t see them yet, but he imagined he would soon. 
 
    His mouth was parched and he no longer sweated so hard. He didn’t have the moisture in him to give. The star was leaching his remaining strength. His lips would begin cracking soon. 
 
    “Could use some sunglasses,” he muttered. 
 
    While under the jungle canopy, he’d been traveling in the shade. It had made a difference. 
 
    At that point, a jet did roar overhead. The bastard of a plane had sneaked up on him and whooshed. It passed, heading for the horizon. 
 
    Cade looked up at it. 
 
    The jet moved like a son-of-a-bitch. Was that the same vehicle that had launched the antimatter missile a day ago? The jet completed its turn and headed back this way. 
 
    Cade took off his hat and began waving it back and forth. He watched the jet, too tired to try to dodge if its guns opened up. 
 
    The jet wobbled it wings back and forth. The pilot had seen him and had just told him so. 
 
    “My work’s done,” Cade muttered. 
 
    A loud blaring horn jerked him around. Mutants. There were twenty or thirty mutants down the road. They fired rifles. Cade swore he heard bullets pass him. 
 
    Muttering another obscenity, Cade turned the other way and incredibly, broke into a freaking sprint. He fled, with his feet flying across the sward beside the black road. 
 
    The mutants must have given chase. 
 
    Cade heard yells, more fired shots and some extra toot-a-loos from the horns. That caused his eyes to blaze with fierce and bitter determination. He ran, his arms pumping. A pistol fell out of his belt. He let it go, concentrating on sprinting for all he was worth. 
 
    It turned out not to be that much. His side started hurting as if someone stabbed him with needles. That changed into knife-like pain quickly enough. Cade’s throat became raw and his panting quite audible. His vision blurred, but not enough to trip him. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Horns sounded again. More shots rang out— 
 
    Cade grunted as a splash of blood arced before him. His left shoulder turned numb and then burned like hell. 
 
    Cade woke up just a little. He glanced at his shoulder. Bullet graze. He looked back at the mutants and stumbled horribly. 
 
    The mutants had closed the distance. Cade swore. The mutants were the ugliest sons of guns he’d ever laid eyes on. Therduim III was a zoo world. Diggers, mutants, cyborg troopers— 
 
    Machine guns chattered. 
 
    Cade stumble-ran as the sounds caused him to blink rapidly. Did the mutants have machine guns? They must have machine guns. But that wasn’t just any machine guns, but heavy caliber— 
 
    Cade twisted around to look again, and this time he tripped, yelled and went down hard upon the hot grassy ground. He lay panting and might have started sobbing, but he was too exhausted. He rested his forehead against the grass, breathing, hurting and simply existing. 
 
    A screech sounded beside him. Tires of some kind— 
 
    Tires? 
 
    Cade forced himself to roll onto his back. With glazed vision, he spied a big black armored carrier. It had heavy wheels. It had a gun turret as well. A turret hatch opened, and a woman with a military cap poked up to stare at him. She wore sunglasses. She knew what she was doing. Cade could have used a pair of those. 
 
    “Are you alive, mister?” she asked. 
 
    The woman had an angelic voice. And she was so high up there. 
 
    Another hatch opened, this one lower down, not part of the turret. A man with a beard stared at him. 
 
    “He’s human,” the man said. 
 
    “Of course he’s human,” the woman said. “Who are you?” 
 
    Cade moved his mouth, but no words sounded. 
 
    “We killed the mutants chasing you,” the woman said. 
 
    Cade smiled. The heavy machine-gun sounds had come from the armored car. 
 
    Another big black armored carrier screeched to a halt on the road. Then a third one made an appearance. 
 
    The woman must have climbed out of her armored vehicle. She approached Cade, with a pistol in her gloved hand. 
 
    A man with a rifle came behind her. “What should we do with him, Lieutenant?” 
 
    The woman, the lieutenant, pulled off her sunglasses to get a better look at Cade. “You’re a big sucker, aren’t you?” 
 
    Cade just continued smiling. 
 
    “Get Hyland to help,” the lieutenant said, “and put him in my car.” She glanced back down the road. “This doesn’t seem like a healthy place to stay.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said the man with the rifle. 
 
    It was the last thing Cade heard as he slumped into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Cade awoke with a terrible thirst and an equally awful headache. It took effort, but he raised himself off— 
 
    Rubbing his eyes, suppressing any groans, he found himself behind bars, a jail of some kind. He’d been lying on a bunk. 
 
    A mutant was also in the jail, but two cells over, with an empty one between them. The mutant wore a pendant from a leather cord around his thickly muscled neck, a loincloth and heavy leather boots. The creature gripped bars with its massive hands. He’d been facing the only window in the place, an upper one. He must have heard Cade stir because the mutant released the bars and faced Cade. The mutant had the obligatory warthog-like tusks. He had piercing black eyes and a shaved scalp. 
 
    “Who are you?” Cade muttered. 
 
    The mutant did not respond, only stared. 
 
    A door opened. The female lieutenant from the armored car entered. She held a tray with water and food on it. A man closed the door behind her. The lieutenant stayed far from the mutant’s cage and approached Cade’s. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Thirsty,” he said. 
 
    She put the tray on a shelf, sliding it through the bars. 
 
    Cade forced himself to stand. He was shaky, and moved slowly to the tray. “Thanks,” he said, taking it. 
 
    “Sorry about the detention,” she said. “Orders about you came down from the space station. The Arbiter is coming to talk to you. She said you’re very dangerous.” 
 
    “Not right now I’m not. And not to you. Thanks.” Might as well curry some good will while he could. Cade made it back to his bunk, sitting, putting the tray on the floor and taking the glass of water. He sipped slowly, shivering, feeling cold and weak. He sipped more, letting his body absorb the precious liquid. 
 
    “What were you doing on the road?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    Cade looked up at her. She was pretty after a fashion. Her hair was cut too short, and she didn’t look right in the uniform. She should have worn a dress and been on a dance floor. She had well-formed features, inquisitive brown eyes and moved with a dancer’s grace. “Running from the mutants. Hoping for help. I got it.” He tried on a smile. 
 
    She returned the smile. “My name is Lisa, Lisa Godfrey. I’m the lieutenant in charge of the road patrol that picked you up.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “You had a pack of mutants chasing you.” Lisa pointed. “He’s the only one that survived. Hyland figures an expended bullet knocked him out. The mutant has a divot in the back of his head to prove it. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t spoken since.” 
 
    “You talk to the mutants much?” Cade asked. 
 
    “No. I never have. To me they’re little more than animals. They do wear clothes, and that one has an amulet. I guess the smugglers can communicate with them. Why? Have you spoken to them?” 
 
    Cade nodded, sipping more water afterward. 
 
    “Why were they chasing you?” 
 
    He decided on a half-truth. “They’re cannibals. We’re meat to them.” 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey shivered with dread. “How horrible. I’m glad we butchered them then. Cannibals. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “How long have you been stationed here?” 
 
    “Too long,” she said, obviously avoiding the question. “I’m really not supposed to be talking to you, but damn, Jackson said you were running hard from them. He was the pilot, by the way. It was a good thing he radioed us. We hauled ass, barely reaching you in time. You went down hard, and those mutants—they wanted to cook you?” 
 
    “No,” said the mutant in the jail. 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey jerked around in alarm. “You really can talk. I had no idea.” She put a hand on butt of the gun in her holster. “Why were you chasing him?” 
 
    “He slew a witch doctor. He was in the tunnels and—” The mutant’s eyes narrowed. “There is another reason.” 
 
    “He means the Diggers,” Cade said. 
 
    The mutant roared, throwing himself against the bars. 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey shrieked as she drew the pistol, her hand shaking. 
 
    The mutant had grabbed the bars and was rattling them, roaring with rage. 
 
    “Stop that,” she shouted. 
 
    The mutant reached through the bars with his left arm, his fingers clawing for Cade. “Do not speak about what is forbidden.” 
 
    Cade sipped more water as he sat on the bunk. 
 
    Finally, the mutant drew his arm back as he stared balefully at Cade. 
 
    The lieutenant noticed the gun in her hand. She shoved it back into the holster, facing Cade. “They’re scary.” 
 
    Cade nodded politely. 
 
    She frowned. “He said you were in the tunnels? What tunnels are those?” 
 
    The mutant growled warningly. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” the lieutenant asked the mutant. 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “I know you do,” she said. “If you keep interrupting me, I’ll have Hyland shoot you. Do you want to die?” 
 
    “You’re all going to die,” the mutant said. 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey turned to Cade. “Do you know what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “I do,” Cade said. He held up the empty glass. “Do you mind getting me more water?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Both the mutant and Cade watched her leave, the door automatically closing behind her. 
 
    The mutant pointed at Cade. “Do not speak about the Diggers. It is forbidden.” 
 
    “How many times can you kill me?” 
 
    “If you speak about the Diggers, the witch doctors will find you. One of them will kill you with voodoo. Then, he will fashion your bones into a lyre. Every time he strums the strings, your soul will scream in agony.” 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey returned with another glass of water. She skirted the mutant’s cage and put the glass on the shelf. 
 
    Cade rose more easily this time. 
 
    She backed up as he approached. 
 
    He took the glass, inspected, sniffed it and tasted the water. Then, he drank it all. 
 
    “Why did you sniff it?” she asked. “Do you think we’re going to drug you?” 
 
    “The Arbiter might have ordered it.” 
 
    “Intelligence,” Godfrey said, with a shake of her head. She glanced at the other prisoner and then at Cade. “The mutants seem pretty worked up about you. It’s been weeks since any were near the road. Do you think they’re planning something?” 
 
    “I know they are,” Cade said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The mutant cleared his throat and made strumming motions with his clawed hands. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Godfrey asked. 
 
    Before Cade could answer, there was a loud noise from outside. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Godfrey said. “It’s time for me to leave. The shuttle is touching down. Good-bye—I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “Marcus Cade,” he said. “Thanks for the water, and thanks for the timely aid. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Godfrey nodded. Then, she hurried out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    By the time Arbiter Drang and three of her black-armored security people arrived in the jail, Cade had polished off the sandwich. He set the tray and two glasses under his bunk, just in case having brought him the food and water would get the lieutenant in trouble. 
 
    He still needed more liquids. But the two glasses were a good start. The sharp bite of the headache had already started to recede. 
 
    The three security personnel entered the jail first. They stopped short upon sight of the mutant. They raised their stunners at the creature. 
 
    The mutant curled his lips like a dog, growling at them. 
 
    Drang came in last. She wore her greatcoat and military hat, and she looked uncomfortably hot, with a sweaty sheen on her face. She crossed to Cade’s cell, staring at him the entire time. “The report said you were unconscious and dehydrated.” 
 
    “I could use some water,” Cade said, as he sat on the bunk, with his booted feet on the floor. 
 
    “Answer my questions, and I’ll see you get some.” 
 
    “You’re not taking me to the space station?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the questions, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Cade said nothing to that, waiting. 
 
    Drang turned toward the mutant. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him?” Cade said. 
 
    Drang glanced sharply at the soldier before turning again to stare at the mutant. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    The mutant looked at her, but did not speak. 
 
    “I can order you shot,” Drang said. 
 
    The mutant shrugged. 
 
    Drang studied him more closely. Did her interest seem to rise? “What’s that pendant you’re wearing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the mutant said. 
 
    Drang shed her greatcoat, holding it out. 
 
    One of the security people hurried to her, taking it. 
 
    Drang wore a shirt and tie, the shirt damp with sweat. “The pendant doesn’t look primitive. Let me see it.” 
 
    The mutant did not move. 
 
    “If you don’t give me the pendant, my men will stun you and take it from you.” 
 
    The mutant touched the pedant as if considering the idea. He kept fingering it. 
 
    “Fire,” Drang said. 
 
    Two of the security men fired, force clots hammering the mutant, making him stagger and then hammering him again. Finally, the creature slumped to the floor. 
 
    “Get it,” Drang said. 
 
    “The door’s locked,” said the security man who tried to open it. 
 
    “Get the lieutenant to unlock it,” Drang said. 
 
    The security man left the detention room, returning with Lieutenant Godfrey, who held a key. 
 
    “Can you get the pendant from the mutant?” Drang asked her. 
 
    Godfrey looked at Drang in wonder. “You mean go into the cell with him?” 
 
    “That’s what ‘Get the pedant means,’” Drang said. 
 
    Godfrey stared at the sprawled, unmoving mutant, biting her lower lip. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, do I have to report you?” Drang asked. 
 
    “You go in there if you want it so bad.” 
 
    Cade made a mental note. Lisa had some spunk, and didn’t much like the Arbiter. 
 
    Drang made a sound of disgust, snapping her fingers at one of the security men. “Get the pendant.” 
 
    Godfrey unlocked the cell while the security man moved cautiously toward the unmoving mutant. The other two security men had their stunners trained on the creature. The first had to roll the mutant over— 
 
    The creature did not roar. Instead, he grabbed the security man’s head and twisted savagely, killing him instantly. 
 
    The other two fired their stunners, which had little effect. The mutant rose— 
 
    From outside the cell, Lieutenant Godfrey drew and fired, emptying her pistol into the mutant. The creature fell and twisted under the gunfire, expiring as he sought to climb back to his feet. 
 
    Now Godfrey entered the cell. She yanked the leather cord holding the pendant, pulling it over the creature’s head and backing away, holding it out to Drang. The pistol in the lieutenant’s other hand yet smoked. 
 
    Drang was staring at her dead security man. The Arbiter seemed dazed, shocked. “Take him back to the shuttle,” she managed to say. 
 
    The last two security men slung their stunners onto their backs, went into the cell, gingerly lifting their dead colleague. While Godfrey held open the detention door, the two carried out the corpse. 
 
    No one had yet done anything with the mutant corpse. 
 
    As the door closed automatically—the lieutenant did not reenter the jail area—Drang seemed to remember the pendant. She held it up, inspecting it. She froze, and then she used both hands to turn it repeatedly, inspecting it more closely. Finally, she pressed a switch on the thing and it did nothing. She clicked it a second time, looking up to stare at Cade. 
 
    “What is this?” she said. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Drang thought hard, finally stepping near the bars and pitching the pendant to Cade. 
 
    He caught it, and knew immediately what it was. “It’s a locator,” he said. 
 
    “Meaning what?” Drang asked. 
 
    Cade looked at it more closely. Then he stood, dropped the pendant on the floor and smashed it with his boot heel. Electronics smoked and then fizzled out. 
 
    “It was a communicator,” the soldier said. “Whoever has the other one was listening to us. My guess is the horde is going to move up their timetable.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “The attack that’s going to kill everyone in the Pit and at the Spaceport,” Cade said. 
 
    “Words,” Drang said after a moment. “How could the mutants achieve such a thing?” 
 
    “I let you go before when you were my hostage,” Cade said. 
 
    It took a moment. Maybe Drang couldn’t switch topics as fast as the soldier did. “You had no choice in the matter,” she said. 
 
    “I had plenty of choices. I gave you my word, though. You’re alive because I keep my promises.” 
 
    “Okay,” Drang said. “I admit that. What’s your point?” 
 
    “That I tell the truth. And this is the truth. I joined a mutant group for a time. While I was with them, I entered a tunnel and learned about the Diggers.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Diggers,” Cade said. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    Cade nodded grimly. “Believe me, Arbiter, you’re going to hear about them sooner than you like.” 
 
    Drang eyed him. “Sure, you tell the truth. And because you do, I’ll bite. Do you know what Diggers are?” 
 
    “No, but I was in a subterranean tunnel, one with electricity for the lights. The mutants never dug that tunnel or installed the lights. The Diggers must have done all that. I was headed to the assembly area, where the mutant horde was waiting, I think. The mutants also told me you have cyborg troopers guarding the Spaceport.” 
 
    “If the mutants told you that, it was a lie. We’ve dug up some old cyborg tech at the Pit, but no troopers.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Cade said. “But I have a bad feeling someone down here has seen cyborg troopers. The horde is massing and getting ready to attack, doing so with the help of the hidden Diggers.” Cade indicated the smashed electronics. “The mutants have more sophisticated equipment than you realize. Jed Ra told me there are over six hundred of them. They—” 
 
    “Enough,” Drang said, interrupting, as she chewed on her lower lip. “Stay there. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Cade chuckled and gripped the bars. “I’ll be here. Better hurry.” He watched Drang leave, wondering what else had the Arbiter so worried. Something sure did, and he didn’t think she believed him yet about the coming attack. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Ira Drang walked outside the Detention Center in her shirt, tie, slacks and boots. The greatcoat was still inside the jail area. 
 
    The planet’s humid heat was oppressive and constant, worse this close to noon. 
 
    The jungle waited beyond the electrified fence that surrounded the Spaceport. There were two hangars and a runway for the jets, four barracks for the personnel and three large sheds for the military vehicles. There was a rec building, an officers’ mess next to the enlisted mess and a large building for maintenance and the mechanics. 
 
    There were twenty-five huge guard dogs and seven handlers, a permanent nine patrolling robots with six backups. The robots each had treads, a stable base, camera, computer and .50-caliber machine gun with thousands of rounds of ammo. There were one hundred and twenty-three soldiers with ten wheeled combat-cars, five pilots with six jets, fifteen mechanics, fifty-three maintenance personnel and nineteen assorted specialists. That was two hundred and twenty people, twenty-five dogs and fifteen fighting robots. There was three times the number of people at the Pit, although only one-seventh of them were Patrol soldiers—seventy-five with three combat cars. 
 
    Taken together, that was more people than Cade’s mutant horde of six hundred, but only two hundred ground pounders for the Patrol. A brigade composed of five battalions was on its way to Therduim III, but it wouldn’t be here for another month or more. 
 
    Perhaps she should request the Sub-Protector to strip the cruiser, destroyer and four stings of their marine complements. That could add another one hundred and fifty combat personnel on the surface. They could also add shuttle flights to complement the jet sweeps along the road. 
 
    Cade said six hundred warrior mutants would attack, along with an unknown number of Diggers, whatever they were. Could Cade really have learned all that in so short a time? Could he have actually lived, for even a day and night, among the gruesome creatures, kept them from killing or cooking him? 
 
    Drang shook her head. If anyone could, it would be Cade. 
 
    Just who were the Diggers he kept talking about? Did they really exist or were they a figment of his imagination or mutant lies? Halifax was full of BS. Cade, though… 
 
    Drang made a face. She was beginning to believe Cade. His words had the ring of truth an Intelligence officer could hear if she listened closely enough. 
 
    She and Senior Commandant Estevan had a plan, but it regarded defending the space station if the smugglers should turn out to possess military ships, and if the Patrol cruiser should side with a traitorous Sub-Protector. 
 
    Might such a space assault have been planned in concert with a native ground attack upon the Pit and possibly the Spaceport? 
 
    Drang closed her eyes in disbelief. She did not doubt the seriousness of the situation, and she was caught in it. Sight of the foreign warship earlier—with the fish-scale hull plating—had badly shaken her. The question at the moment— 
 
    Drang shook her head. There were several questions, not just one. Should she flee to the space station? Could she save the situation up there, and possibly gain a promotion from it? What about the people stuck on the planet? Did she have an obligation to them? 
 
    Drang took out a handkerchief and mopped her sweaty face and throat. 
 
    “There you are,” a woman called. 
 
    Drang turned around to see Lieutenant Godfrey trotting to her. The woman had refused to enter the cage with the mutant, at least at first. The woman had shot the bastard. It hadn’t saved Sergeant Bolson, though. 
 
    “Arbiter,” the lieutenant said. “The Sub-Protector is calling. He’s demanding to speak to you this instant.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Drang said. She reached for a communicator. 
 
    “You can take the call in the comm shack,” the lieutenant said. “It’s air-conditioned.” 
 
    Drang nodded. “Yes. I’d like that.” 
 
    The lieutenant turned away. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Drang said. 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey faced her. 
 
    “You work well under pressure. Thank you for what you did in there.” 
 
    “I had no idea the mutant could shrug off stunner shots. That was horrible.” Godfrey hesitated and then blurted, “I’m beginning to hate this world.” 
 
    “What do you think about our prisoner?” 
 
    “The man?” asked Godfrey. 
 
    Drang nodded. 
 
    “Tough,” Godfrey said. “Smart. Dangerous.” 
 
    “He is that.” 
 
    They started walking to the comm shack together, although Drang was too preoccupied to notice the lieutenant fidgeting. 
 
    “Arbiter, I should probably tell you this. The man said he was in tunnels with the mutants. He said there are Diggers helping the creatures. Hearing that sent our caged mutant into a frenzy.” 
 
    “You spoke to Cade before I arrived?” Drang asked sharply. 
 
    “I gave him food and water. We talked a bit after that.” 
 
    Drang took two strides before she said, “Thank you for telling me. I appreciate it. Lieutenant…” 
 
    “Godfrey.” 
 
    Drang took two more strides. “Give the soldier more water if he wants. I’ll be back to speak with him shortly.” 
 
    With that, Drang hurried to the comm shack, leaving the lieutenant staring after her. Inside, a man was monitoring the comm. Drang asked if he could leave so she could speak to the Sub-Protector alone. The tech got up and left. Drang sat at his spot, as she luxuriated in the room’s cool air. This was more like it. 
 
    Drang clicked a control, and Sub-Protector Egon Krenz with his shriveled face and tufts of white hair appeared on the screen. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Krenz said without preamble. 
 
    Drang noticed the Sub-Protector spoke from within a shuttle. That would mean he was returning from the cruiser and likely headed to the space station. 
 
    “No words, eh?” asked Krenz. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you asked a question.” 
 
    “Don’t get coy with me, Arbiter. I run the space station. In fact, I run the military in the entire system. That includes those on the planet and most especially on the station.” 
 
    Drang did not reply. 
 
    “I’m referring to the senior commandant in the Operational Center. I’ve confined Estevan to quarters for disobeying direct orders. I am of course referring to his unauthorized use of the new sensor nodes.” 
 
    Drang was surprised Krenz said that. “Are you aware Estevan spotted a foreign warship in the Asteroids?” 
 
    “I’m aware of the claim. It’s false.” 
 
    Drang did not close her eyes in pain, but maintained a blank façade as she said, “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Are you questioning my competence?” 
 
    “Sub-Protector, surely you realize that it’s my job to protect the station and planet from enemy infiltrations, from secret espionage assaults. I’m in the middle of an investigation. I’ve also consulted with Senior Commandant Estevan. I implicitly trust him and would appreciate it if you would put him back at the Operational Center.” 
 
    Krenz studied her. “What are you implying?” 
 
    “Nothing more than what I just said: that I have complete confidence in Senior Commandant Estevan.” 
 
    “Estevan is under my command.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you lack confidence in me?” 
 
    Drang dodged the question by saying, “I find it odd that you’ve failed to use the new sensor nodes. I find it even odder that you aren’t reacting to our sighting of a stealth vessel of unknown origin. Your actions are strange—unless you’re in league with the smugglers.” 
 
    Krenz did not stiffen, nor did he rebuke her. He studied her more carefully than before, and smiled falsely. “You’re much younger than I am, and have served far fewer years in the service.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    Krenz’s false smile widened. “Do you believe we’re receiving proper compensation for our lives spent in harm’s way protecting the interests of rich bankers of the wealthiest Concord worlds?” 
 
    “I’ve never sought wealth,” Drang said, “but to do my duty as sworn under oath when I joined the Patrol.” 
 
    “That’s a noble sentiment, and I mean that, I really do. However, I’m due for retirement soon, and I find next to nothing in my savings account. The pittance the Patrol plans to give me upon my discharge…for the first time, I find myself admiring the bankers. The reason is the money one banker in particular has put into a new shell company in my name. The amount will quadruple upon his agent receiving certain artifacts from the Pit. However, since speaking with the captain of the cruiser, I’ve had a change of plan. We’ve agreed to take the items in question and sell them on the black market. Do you know there are…clandestine buyers willing to spend a fortune for the relics down there?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you would say such things to me over an open channel,” Drang said coldly. 
 
    “Arbiter, we could use your expertise, your Intelligence back-channels. I would have spoken to you quietly about this up here. Unfortunately, events have forced my hand.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    A fervent look spread over Krenz’s pinched features. “You must return to the space station at once, as an attack is about to commence on the planet. Because of that, certain…uh, parties in the Asteroids might try to renege on their promises to me.” 
 
    “I understand none of this,” Drang said. 
 
    “I doubt that. You see, I checked up on you. You’re highly rated as an Intelligence officer. But in case you’re telling the truth, let me tell you that the smugglers possess advanced technology, as good as or better than what we have in our Patrol vessels. I’ve no doubt Estevan spotted a foreign military vessel. That actually proves my point. I’m waiting, don’t you see.” 
 
    “Waiting for what?” 
 
    Krenz studied her as if deciding upon something. He leaned closer to the screen. “The mutants are about to strike. They’ll swarm the Pit, killing everyone. They might also attack the Spaceport. The key for them is raiding the diggings and acquiring the newest artifacts.” 
 
    Drang hesitated, finally blurting, “Are you seriously suggesting we sacrifice our people down here?” 
 
    Krenz scowled. “Grow up, Arbiter. This is a harsh world. I know you know that. As an arbiter, you know the dirty secret of life: that people only strive for their self-interests. Well, I’m pulling an end-run on the banking agent that sought to use me. I’ve baited a trap. Help me, and we’ll bust these smugglers and later sell the relics ourselves, becoming crazy rich in the process.” 
 
    “Yes, I see what you’re saying,” Drang said, abruptly changing tack. “I appreciate your confidence in me.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re lying or telling the truth. In a way, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to bust these bastards and take the…the artifacts.” 
 
    He was going to say treasure. That’s what the cyborg artifacts are to him. If I’m hearing him correctly, he’s going to screw the people thinking to use him, running away with the relics aboard the cruiser. All he can think about are the vast sums someone is willing to pay for the items. 
 
    “It appears you’re not worried about saying any of this in the open because everyone down here and possibly on the station is going to die.” 
 
    “Harsh but true.” Krenz nodded as if she finally got it. “There’s nothing I can do now to change any of that.” 
 
    “You could send the marines from the cruiser and destroyer down here. We could use the extra combat personnel to defeat the mutant horde.” 
 
    Krenz hesitated, staring at her, finally becoming earnest. “Don’t you understand? Everyone down there is going to die. It’s just a matter of who ends up with the artifacts up here.” 
 
    Drang turned away as her thoughts spun. She was down here and the Sub-Protector in a shuttle. Thus, neither of them was in the space station. If Monitor Varo was still alive— 
 
    Varo is dead. Accept that and operate with what you have, not how you’d like it to be. 
 
    Drang realized there was no way in hell she was going to sell out, no matter how much money it was. She was a Patrol officer, an Intelligence officer. The realization solidified her thoughts. 
 
    I passed the bribery test. I really am incorruptible. Now it’s time to nail this bastard. To do that, I have to convince him. 
 
    She faced Krenz. “I accept your offer. Yes. I am sick of sticking it on the line for a pittance. What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Get upstairs fast,” Krenz said. “Get your people ready, too. I may need you to arrest some station personnel for me.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the Spaceport as soon as I hang up here.” 
 
    Krenz eyed her. “Good. That’s good. You must hurry, though. All hell is going to break loose down there. I can do this without you, but working in tandem will make the back end of the operation easier for the three of us.” 
 
    Drang imagined he meant the captain of the cruiser as the third member of their little conspiracy. 
 
    Krenz cut the connection. 
 
    Drang sat back. Egon Krenz was a liar and a crook, playing a devious game for high stakes. She didn’t believe he was going to cut her in with his profits. But it would seem he believed he could blind her with greed, just as he’d been blinded. 
 
    It was time to think fast and make the correct decisions, and to save as many Patrol people as she could. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Immediately after her conversation with the Sub-Protector, Drang attempted to call the space station. It didn’t surprise her to find the call jammed. She next attempted to call the cruiser. That was jammed as well. She didn’t bother trying to contact the destroyer or stings. They would be jammed as well. 
 
    She sat thoughtfully. Senior Commandant Estevan had told her about the new buoys around the planet. Could those be jamming devices? That seemed likely. While corruption was always a problem, most Patrol personnel were hardworking and loyal to their oath, especially among the enlisted and lower officer ranks. The highest ranks often posed the greatest security risks, especially in places like Therduim III. It was an out-of-the-way posting, without any major planetary population. Krenz could order, but if the enlisted learned he was corrupt, aiding the smugglers, Krenz might find himself under arrest or ignored. The Sub-Protector had spoken openly to her, but he would have made sure no one else had been listening. At this point, it was her word against his. 
 
    Yes, she could go along with him. If that ended up being her only choice— 
 
    A clouded look swept over Drang’s features. That would mean everyone down here dying, and possibly some of the sting and destroyer crews perishing along with the space station personnel. Could she live with herself if she just let all her professional friends die? 
 
    Drang turned the chair around as she glared at the door. Communications with upstairs were cut. She could leave in the shuttle and probably survive the coming massacre. She had to do something to end-run that, though. 
 
    An idea struck. She had a soldier, likely the best soldier in the Therduim System. If anyone could come up with a quick plan, it would be Marcus Cade. She’d seen him in action upstairs and heard a little about his exploits down here. 
 
    It was time to talk to Cade and see what he knew, and see if he might be willing to help her in return for his freedom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade poured himself the last of the pitcher, drinking the water, actually feeling full. If he slept for a time— 
 
    The door to the jail area opened. The Arbiter hurried in. She didn’t wear her leather greatcoat, nor did she look as sweaty as before. She glanced at the dead mutant still lying on the floor. Then she strode to his cell, grabbing two bars as she stared at him. 
 
    Cade set down the empty glass. “The lieutenant said you ordered her to bring more water.” He nodded in appreciation. 
 
    “What should I call you?” Drang said. 
 
    “Cade will do.” 
 
    “I have a problem, Cade. What’s more, my problem is your problem.” 
 
    “Do you mean the coming mutant attack?” 
 
    Drang nodded stiffly. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Cade said. “You’ve just learned the smugglers are going to attack as well?” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    Cade shrugged. “It’s not a matter of knowing—just military logic. The smugglers haven’t made a move for months. The mutants have smuggler-derived weapons. The Diggers have higher technology—” 
 
    “Diggers?” asked Drang, interrupting. “You’ve said that name before. What are they, exactly?” 
 
    Cade eyed her, glanced at the empty water pitcher and came to a decision. Leaning back against a wall, he told her what he knew about the Diggers, witch doctors and vying mutant chiefs. 
 
    “Jed Ra said six hundred warriors are gathered in the assembly area, ready to attack. Given what I saw, I imagine the Diggers will bring the tusked warriors to the very edge of the Pit and/or the Spaceport, doing so underground. What the Diggers hope to ultimately achieve, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are we in danger here?” 
 
    “I’d say so.” 
 
    Drang released the bars, turning around, rubbing her chin. She spun back to face Cade. “It’s worse than you suggest.” She told him about Egon Krenz, the bankers and the Sub-Protector’s offer. 
 
    Cade said nothing, just absorbing the information. 
 
    “I have no intention of helping the Sub-Protector,” Drang added. 
 
    Cade watched her, realizing she wanted something from him. 
 
    Drang seemed to wrestle with an idea, her face closing up. With a swing of her arms, she began to talk further, telling Cade about Estevan and the strange stealth vessel they’d seen before. 
 
    That brought Cade to his feet. “Describe what you saw.” 
 
    Haltingly, Drang did so. 
 
    Cade scowled, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Drang demanded. “Why does the foreign ship upset you?” 
 
    “You’ve just described a cyborg lurker.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I sensed a lurker while heading in-system,” Cade said. “I searched for it, but never found it. Now, your man Estevan has spotted it, at least temporarily.” 
 
    “Wait. Stop. What’s a cyborg lurker?” 
 
    “That should be obvious.” 
 
    “Don’t get smart with me. No. Forget I said that. I’m going to need your help.” Drang frowned. “You said you felt the lurker? When was that?” 
 
    “The first time?” Cade snapped his fingers. “It was when the Descartes broke down nine and a half light-years from here.” 
 
    “You think the lurker had something to do with that?” 
 
    Cade cocked his head, only slowly shaking it. “I’m perplexed. I felt the lurker. I think it must have had something to do with our breakdown. There was sabotage to the Intersplit. But who would have reason to sabotage the Descartes?” 
 
    “More to the point, how could cyborgs have done so?” 
 
    Cade sat again. Could the lurker have anything to do with the secret tech company that Rohan Mars had once represented? The secret tech company had had an ancient X-ship pilot. They’d wanted to get down onto Avalon IV, which had held an ancient cyborg Web-Mind. This planet had ancient cyborg relics. It would make sense then why the lurker had come here, but why would a lurker have followed the Descartes? 
 
    I’m from the Cyborg War. Could the lurker want me? Had the lurker attempted to force the Descartes to the Therduim System? 
 
    Cade shook his head. There were ramifications he did not see. He was sure of it. 
 
    “Is the lurker here to help the smugglers?” Drang asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” Cade snapped his fingers. “Here’s a point to consider. The lurker was an ancient cyborg stealth ship. Who’s to say cyborgs are inside it? Still, Jed Ra or one of his warriors said mutants have seen cyborg troopers here. They described one, said it was poor eating.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The mutants eat human flesh,” Cade said. “I thought you knew that.” 
 
    Drang moaned in dread and then got hold of her emotions. “Lurkers, cannibals, Diggers—this is a mess. The Sub-Protector is a traitor to his oath. Cade, answer me the truth. Were you sent here by Group Six?” 
 
    “Arbiter, Group Six is my enemy. They hold my wife. Upon waking me, the director had an old cyborg obedience chip shoved into my brain so I’d do his bidding.” 
 
    Drang made a face, stepping back. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Cade said. “I had the chip removed some time ago. Now, I want one thing: to save my wife from that evil old man. I don’t know if Dr. Halifax is still secretly working for Group Six. I didn’t think so until he sold me down the river to you. My point is this. I’m not your enemy unless you make me one.” 
 
    “Damn you, but I believe you. I even think I can trust you. Okay. How about this? I want to hire your expertise.” 
 
    “As a soldier?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Drang said. “The Patrol is in desperate need of help. I’ll free you if you promise to help me save the people on the surface, the space station and our military vessels. I’m not counting the cruiser in that, as the captain has sold out like Krenz.” 
 
    Cade frowned, nodding. “Agreed. But you must realize that you’re too strung out down here against six hundred charging mutants. You need to gather everyone into one location and hold like an old-time fort. I suggest the Spaceport, as it has the most military hardware. Besides, the Diggers and, I would think, the smugglers, want what’s in the Pit. If you don’t care about cyborg relics, leave them in the Pit. Better yet, set a trap for the Diggers, mutants and smugglers.” 
 
    “Scientists at the Pit have claimed to feel vibrations in the earth.” 
 
    “Ah,” Cade said. “There you are. If you move quickly enough, you might be able to destroy the bulk of the mutant horde at the Pit.” 
 
    “How? Tell me how.” 
 
    Cade started explaining. 
 
    Halfway through, Drang summoned Lieutenant Godfrey. The lieutenant unlocked the cell so Cade could continue explaining with drawings at a table in a different room. 
 
    Soon after that, under Drang’s authority, Cade started to put his plan into motion. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The buoys around Therduim III likely jammed surface communication with anyone in space. That still allowed the people at the Spaceport to communicate with those at the Pit. 
 
    Forty-five minutes after Cade exited his cell, he rode in an armored car. He still didn’t feel one hundred percent. The ordeal since leaving the tunnel had left him in less than ideal condition. But he felt much better than he had an hour and a half ago. 
 
    Five armored cars roared along the black road, headed for the Pit. Each car had a driver, machine gunner and turret gunner. That was it except for Cade’s car. Each armored car towed a large wagon that carried heavy ordnance. Cade’s wagon had a nuclear device, the sole one in the convoy’s possession. 
 
    No jet or shuttle was in the air, although one of the pilots remote-controlled a small drone for observation. 
 
    Hyland drove Cade’s armored car. Lieutenant Godfrey sat in the turret-gunner seat. She was also in charge of the convoy. 
 
    “Even with all their vehicles, we won’t have enough room for everyone,” Godfrey was saying. 
 
    “Some can ride outside on the armored cars,” Cade said. 
 
    “You really think these Diggers will give the mutants the edge?” 
 
    “I doubt the mutants need an edge,” Cade said. “You saw how the one in jail shrugged off the stunner shots. That was amazing. Six hundred of them swarming the Spaceport—” 
 
    “What can they do against our armored cars?” Godfrey asked, cutting in. 
 
    “Are you kidding? The mutants likely have RPGs. What happens if three of your cars are burning and more mutants with RPGs are running at you?” 
 
    Godfrey swore to herself. 
 
    From his lower position, the driver looked up in alarm. 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the road,” Cade snapped. 
 
    As the driver turned back, Cade inspected the laser carbine Godfrey had given him. He carried a power pack on his shoulders, with a feed line connecting the carbine with the pack. At his side was a heavy revolver. He wore body armor, too, and a helmet. 
 
    “You look like a soldier,” Godfrey had told him in admiration. 
 
    Cade was actually beginning to feel like a soldier again. “I’m going to take a look around.” He didn’t wait for the lieutenant’s permission, but opened a hatch and poked his head and shoulders through. The jungle flashed past as the five-car convoy roared for the Pit. The leafy fronds were a blur and the planetary heat hit like a wall. The inner car was air-conditioned. It was much different riding on the road in an armored car than sprinting dead-tired from a screaming mutant posse beside it. 
 
    After a careful scan, Cade slipped back inside, closing the hatch. 
 
    “The mutants might swarm us,” Godfrey said, worried now. “We need a lift-off to the space station.” 
 
    “Remember what Drang said. There aren’t enough shuttles to ferry everyone in more than a week. And this Sub-Protector, I think he wants everyone down here dead.” 
 
    Godfrey paled. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much,” Cade said. “If we move fast enough, we might get most of the horde at the Pit.” 
 
    “Yeah? And if the Sub-Protector drops nukes on us?” 
 
    “Then why bother using the mutant horde? Think about it. The warship crews would see that. It would be too open, too brazen to get away with.” 
 
    “What if he becomes desperate enough?” 
 
    “No. Worry about what you can affect. Let’s concentrate on wiping out the mutant horde—and wiping out the Sub-Protector’s reason for doing any of this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re going to set a trap for the mutants—our nuke. Well, let’s make sure the cyborg relics go up with them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Godfrey said. “The scientists will want to bring the relics along.” 
 
    “What they want and what they get are going to be two different things. That is, of course, provided you help me with that.” 
 
    “Okay. What do you want me to do?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The Pit proved to be ten kilometers of deforested jungle surrounded by a vast packed-dirt wall four meters high. There were several dug-down areas, some smaller, one huge like a gravel pit. Dirt and gravel trails crisscrossed the area, at times passing dirt mounds of varying sizes. Beyond the perimeter wall were patrolling robots, sixteen altogether. There were another seven in storage or in the shops undergoing repairs. Cade had noticed machine-gun nests interspaced along the wall. Godfrey told him a twenty-man platoon also patrolled the outer perimeter. 
 
    There was a small town of log buildings, each constructed from the felled jungle trees. A large parking area held earth-moving equipment that included excavators, skid-steer loaders, bulldozers, backhoes, graders and tracked loaders. There were electric carts, some small and a few bigger. Dirt and gravel roads crisscrossed the Pit, although no one seemed to be in any kind of hurry. 
 
    The five armored cars parked between the earth-moving equipment and the town as the crews climbed out. 
 
    A sergeant sauntered out of a log building. The man carried a rifle but didn’t wear any body armor or helmet. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Godfrey said as the sergeant walked up to them. “Didn’t you get the message?” 
 
    “We got it,” the sergeant said, a smallish man with hair down to his shoulders, tied in place with a red bandana around his head. “We passed it along, too, but Professor Higgins said his people just made a fantastic discovery. This one could be worth a mint, and no one is going anywhere until they pull it free.” 
 
    “Did this Higgins say what he found?” asked Cade. 
 
    The sergeant glanced at Cade and then at Godfrey, raising his eyebrows as if to ask, “Who’s he?” 
 
    Cade stepped up to the man, looming over him. “I’m Force Leader Cade. I’m here to—” Cade scowled. “Stand at attention when I’m addressing you, Sergeant.” 
 
    The sergeant frowned, looking up at Cade. Maybe he saw something menacing in the Ultra’s eyes or maybe he sensed the raw power emanating from him. The sergeant straightened even though he’d likely never heard of the rank Force Leader. Cade’s obvious authority, military bearing, size and that Godfrey didn’t question what he said all must have added to the effect. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Cade said. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly, uh, sir. I-I think Higgins called it a convertor.” 
 
    Cade swore, startled at the revelation. This was worse than he’d realized. It was time to shift into high gear. He eyed the sergeant, deciding to use the man. 
 
    “Get that rag off your head.” 
 
    The sergeant tore it off. 
 
    “Who’s in charge here?” Cade asked Godfrey. 
 
    “Captain Souk,” she said. 
 
    “Where’s your captain?” Cade asked the sergeant. 
 
    “In Pit Three, sir.” 
 
    “How many men are in there?” Cade pointed at the log building the sergeant had exited. 
 
    “Ah, I don’t know. There’s my four—” 
 
    “Get them,” Cade said. “And do it now, Sergeant. Hop to it, man.” 
 
    The sergeant raced for the log building. 
 
    “I don’t remember you saying you were going to pretend to be in charge,” Godfrey said. 
 
    Cade eyed her. Could he pull it off? It would have been better if Drang had joined them, but she’d remained at the Spaceport. “Lieutenant, do you want to survive Therduim III?” 
 
    “You know I do,” Godfrey said. 
 
    “And do you want to do your duty to humanity?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Do you know what a cyborg convertor is?” 
 
    Godfrey shook her head. 
 
    “It takes people like you and me and peels off the skin with razors. Then it extracts useless parts from those going through, as the convertor adds mechanical and electrical parts. It other words, it turns normal people into cyborg troopers, complete with ripping away your personality by shoving an obedience chip into your gray matter.” 
 
    Godfrey looked as if she was going to be sick. “That’s what Higgins found?” 
 
    “That’s what the sergeant said. Convertors are one of the most evil inventions in human history. I intend to destroy it, even if it means killing everyone here.” 
 
    “What?” Godfrey breathed. 
 
    “I’m taking the nuclear device down there and setting the timer and proximity fuse. I’m also going to kill anyone trying to stop me.” 
 
    “Cade—that wasn’t the plan.” 
 
    “It is now. Remember, I fought the cyborgs. I know what kind of horror they brought. We can’t let them rise again. For one thing, your era isn’t ready to face them and win.” 
 
    Godfrey swallowed as her face twisted as if she was going to vomit. “Cade, I can’t agree to this. Killing everyone is barbaric.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, what do you think is going on here?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Rich people and others with hidden agendas are trying to revive the cyborgs. The rich ones want money and what money will give them. The others—I think there are some that want to revive the cyborg empire.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure enough, though.” Cade saw the sergeant and four soldiers racing out of the log building, heading back here. He told Godfrey, “You’re going to have to make a decision. Back me or fight me.” 
 
    “You’re asking too much.” 
 
    “Do you believe I know what I’m talking about?” 
 
    “M-maybe.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough. Do you believe me or not?” 
 
    Godfrey nodded, saying in a quiet voice, “I believe you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    The sergeant and his four soldiers slid to a halt, each of them snapping to attention with their eyes staring forward. 
 
    Godfrey exhaled, looking pale. Her voice was strong, however, as she said, “Gentlemen, Force…?” 
 
    “Leader,” Cade said. 
 
    “Force Leader Cade just arrived at the space station. He’s officially in charge down here. I have the authorization papers at the Spaceport, but this is officially an emergency. You will obey the Force Leader’s orders as if the Sub-Protector himself was talking to you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the sergeant barked. 
 
    “All right,” Cade said, as he nodded to Lieutenant Godfrey. “This is what we’re going to do…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Cade rode shotgun as small Sergeant Haxo drove an electric cart down the graded path of Pit 3, the biggest one, the path hugging the dirt walls. The pit was like a reverse Egyptian pyramid or an upside-down one, with the apex being in the deepest part of the ground. 
 
    From what Cade had seen so far, two-thirds of the people were at the top in the log buildings, on the packed-dirt perimeter or walking patrol around it. The rest were working their way down or already at the bottom of Pit 3, excavating for new relics or working on those already pried from the ground, getting them ready for shipment elsewhere. 
 
    According to Haxo, a shipment of relics had lifted off directly to the space station about three hours ago. The station’s heavy lifter had landed as people rushed the relics on board. Haxo had heard the lifter would be back later in the day for the rest. 
 
    Sergeant Haxo slowed as they neared the bottom. It was a wider area than Cade had expected from the top. There were over a hundred people down here, bustling their butts to get the work done. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Godfrey said. She rode in the back of the electric car. A wagon was hitched to it. A tarp hid the nuclear device inside. 
 
    A military man hurried toward them. He was medium-sized and carried a carbine. Three soldiers followed him. They wore body armor and carried rifles. 
 
    “That’s Captain Souk,” Godfrey said. 
 
    As Souk neared, Cade sensed the authority in the man and the determination on his flat face. Could the bankers—or whoever was paying—have reached the captain and bribed him? The possibility certainly existed. 
 
    “Stop the car,” Cade ordered. 
 
    Haxo applied the brake. 
 
    Cade jumped out. “Captain Souk, a word with you.” He didn’t ask it as a question, but gave it as a command. 
 
    Souk had opened and now closed his mouth. It was possible he’d just about been ready to shout for Haxo to stop the electric car. Cade had beaten him to it. With a scowl, Souk spoke to his three soldiers and then walked to where Cade was standing. 
 
    “Who are you?” Souk said. 
 
    “Captain,” Cade said without answering, as he held out his hand. 
 
    Souk automatically reached up to shake hands. 
 
    Cade had chosen this spot and had Haxo stop exactly here for a reason, as they were presently out of sight of almost everyone, including the three soldiers. Gripping the captain’s hand with bone-crushing strength, Cade yanked the man closer yet. He slugged him in the gut, a hard rabbit punch. Souk folded, and Cade lowered the man to the ground as he pressed the carotid artery. He blocked the blood flow until he felt the captain slump unconscious. 
 
    It was brazen and couldn’t have gone completely unnoticed. But short of killing the man, Cade wasn’t sure about the right way to do this. He picked up Captain Souk, carrying him to the electric car. 
 
    The three soldiers who had been with Souk saw this and rushed near. 
 
    “He’s had an attack of some sort,” Cade said, as he deposited the unconscious captain in the back where Godfrey had been sitting. “Lieutenant, take the captain to the infirmary.” 
 
    It only took an extra second for Godfrey to say, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Cade told Haxo, “Unhook the wagon. You three, help him. We’re going to manhandle that into position.” 
 
    This was the critical moment. Cade was poised on his toes, ready to create mayhem. Fortunately, Haxo hurried to obey as Godfrey climbed into the car’s driver side. 
 
    “What happened to him again?” asked one of the three soldiers suspiciously. “Did you punch him? It looked like you might have punched him.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Cade asked calmly. “I caught him as he collapsed. I take it the captain has been under tremendous stress lately?” 
 
    The speaker turned to the other two. One of them snorted and nodded. The speaker turned back to Cade. “You could say that. Are you sure…?” 
 
    “I could see it in his face that he was collapsing,” Cade said. “I’ve seen such things before, and Captain Souk’s record implied it was going to happen to him. Stress, great stress—it’s why I’m here. This is an emergency, gentlemen. We’re in great danger.” Cade whirled around. “Is that wagon unhooked yet?” 
 
    Sergeant Haxo worked faster than before, cranking a handle as the hitch rose. “It’s ready,” he shouted. 
 
    “Go,” Cade told Godfrey. “Don’t waste a second. See that Souk receives the best medical attention possible.” 
 
    Godfrey cranked the wheel as she slowly turned around. No one yet had stopped to really question what they were doing. 
 
    That ended as a tall man shouted, “You there. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Go,” Cade told Godfrey. 
 
    She pressed the accelerator, and the electric car zoomed up the grade, leaving with the unconscious captain. 
 
    “You,” said a man striding toward Cade. “Where is she going with Souk?” 
 
    Cade gauged the man: tall, although not as tall as he was, with a thin neck, wearing light clothes and with several scientific-looking tools dangling from his belt. He might be a scientist and walked and spoke like someone in charge. 
 
    Cade turned to one of the three soldiers, who still seemed bewildered by the speed of events. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Professor Higgins,” the original speaker answered. “He’s in charge of the Pit. The captain and he were talking. I think he’s going to be angry about what happened.” 
 
    Cade stepped up to intercept the professor. “Whatever you have to say, you can say to me, Higgins.” 
 
    The man stopped short, frowning at Cade. His eyes went up and down, as if to say, “You’re a big one.” 
 
    “Why are you still down here?” Cade asked. 
 
    “What?” Higgins asked. 
 
    Cade made a sweeping gesture, taking in everyone at the bottom. “You’re supposed to have evacuated the Pit.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Sub-Protector Krenz,” Cade said forcefully. “Everyone is evacuating to the Spaceport.” 
 
    Higgins ran a hand through a thick swath of hair. He eyed the electric car taking the captain and then stared again at Cade. “Who in the hell are you?” 
 
    “Marcus Cade,” he said, holding out his hand. “I presume you’re Professor Higgins.” 
 
    “You have a laser,” Higgins said, making no move to shake hands. “I’ve never heard of you.” 
 
    “The Sub-Protector must have told you I was coming down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Cade said. “You’re leaving, all of you, as of this instant.” 
 
    “What? Leaving? That’s madness.” 
 
    “The mutants are about to launch an assault upon the Pit. Worse, they’re working in conjunction with the smugglers.” 
 
    Professor Higgins stared at Cade harder than ever. His suspicions must have risen, but maybe so did his fear. If Higgins was part of the conspiracy, he might know that Cade spoke the truth about the coordination between the mutants and smugglers, or maybe between the Diggers and smugglers. 
 
    “When did you arrive?” Higgins asked. 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s germane,” Cade said, “but—a day ago. I’m a surprise addition to the security measures.” 
 
    “And your rank?” asked Higgins, as he eyed Cade’s uniform. 
 
    Cade almost said “Incognito,” but instead, he said nothing. 
 
    “He’s a Force Leader,” Haxo said. 
 
    “Force Leader?” asked Higgins. “That’s an Ultra rank from the War?” He squinted at Cade— 
 
    The soldier acted at once, as speed was critical in these sorts of things. He stepped up and took hold of Higgins by the arm, pulling him aside. 
 
    “I see you’re knowledgeable,” Cade said in a confidential tone. “I appreciate that. They told me you knew the history of the Cyborg War.” 
 
    “I taught a course in it at the Hejlsberg University on Bremen. My concentration is the cyborgs—why are you calling yourself a force leader?” 
 
    “A private joke that is no longer funny,” Cade said. “This is an emergency.” 
 
    Higgins stared at Cade, and he gave a long low whistle. “I get it. Krenz doesn’t think I’m going to keep my end of the bargain. So he sent you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said. 
 
    “I knew it. Look, you tell Krenz the convertor is the biggest thing we’ve ever found, much bigger than the mind scanner. It will be worth—there’s no limit to how much this will be worth. Do you realize we could fix and possibly run it? We could actually create new cyborgs with this.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Cade said. 
 
    “This moment, you’re right. Give me three months with the best technicians—the converter is going to make all of us very, very rich. This is everything we’ve hoped for. You don’t want to screw it up now.” 
 
    “And if the mutants swarm the Pit?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here, to protect us.” 
 
    Cade allowed himself an evil grin. “So we know where we stand?” 
 
    “I need another twenty-four hours,” Higgins said. “Can you give me that?” 
 
    “Yes. I have some…specialist equipment to install down here first.” 
 
    “Fine. Now, what happened to Souk? Why did he collapse?” 
 
    “He had a bad case of the morals,” Cade said. 
 
    “Souk? He didn’t give any indication of that to me.” 
 
    “I doubt he would have. He’s good, but he was at his breaking point. I…rendered him unfit for duty.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I get it. Souk lost his nerve. I can understand. This is cutting it close.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know.” Cade turned to go, and then turned back as if he’d thought of something else. “Professor, continue as if nothing has changed. If anyone asks about me…tell them I’m installing extra security.” 
 
    “Sure. What’s under the tarp?” 
 
    Cade gave Higgins a meaningful look. “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    Higgins frowned. “Why wouldn’t—?” 
 
    “You fool,” hissed Cade. “Don’t ruin it. Get back to work. Let me operate with a minimum of fuss.” 
 
    Higgins stared at him, and suspicion once more swam in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s a nuclear device,” Cade said. 
 
    “What? Are you insane?” 
 
    Cade grinned. “That’s what you tell anyone who asks.” 
 
    “Oh.” Higgins cocked his head. “What is it really?” 
 
    “A large canister of nerve gas,” Cade said, “in case the mutants manage to make it down here. They attack but will fall like mice once the gas chokes them. Later, we can come back down and collect the convertor.” 
 
    “Ah… Now, that’s smart.” Higgins shook his head. “You’re a tricky bastard.” 
 
    “It’s why I’m here.” Cade checked his nonexistent chronometer. “Time’s a-ticking, Professor.” 
 
    “Right,” Higgins said. “I’ll let you get back to it.” The professor hurried away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Cade found an out-of-the-way place for his nuclear device. He left it in the wagon under the tarp and backed the wagon out of sight. After the soldiers went to a water cooler for a drink, Cade raised the trap and crouched by the device’s controls. 
 
    What was the best way to do this? What did he expect to happen? He stood and looked around, seeing the bustling people at their tasks. He didn’t want to kill any of them. But even less did he want a cyborg convertor on the black market. He had to destroy it no matter the cost. 
 
    With a shrug, Cade set the timer for one hundred and fifty minutes, and then he set the proximity fuse for a large vehicle. If a lifter or big machine moved too close, boom, end of the Pit and everything around for twenty kilometers. 
 
    Cade pressed the red switch. The timer started ticking. 
 
    Feeling nervous, Cade lowered the tarp, backed away and then strode to his soldiers. “It’s time to leave. Where’s the nearest car.” 
 
    “Huh?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Electric car,” Cade said. “Where’s the nearest one?” 
 
    “Professor Higgins’ car is over there, but you can’t—” 
 
    “Follow me,” Cade said, as he headed for the car. He didn’t look back to see if they were following. If they didn’t, it was on them. 
 
    He reached the car, saw the key in the ignition switch and jumped in. Cade looked now. The soldiers had followed. 
 
    “Climb aboard. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “You can’t just take—” 
 
    “Now,” Cade said, cutting the man off. 
 
    The soldiers glanced at each other, shrugged and piled in. 
 
    Cade pulled out. 
 
    Higgins must have noticed, as the professor straightened. 
 
    Cade drove up to him, stopping. “It’s time to leave, Professor.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? And what are you doing with my car?” 
 
    “I’m commandeering it,” Cade said, winking at Higgins. “Everyone must leave, now.” 
 
    “But…I thought we agreed—” 
 
    “There’s been a change in plans,” Cade said, interrupting. “I’ve gotten new seismic readings. There’s going to be an eruption any minute.” 
 
    “Seismic? What are you babbling about?” 
 
    “You fool. The mutants have allies. They’ve dug tunnels and are going to erupt any minute. We must evacuate immediately.” 
 
    Higgins stared at Cade with growing incomprehension. 
 
    Cade dared to climb out of the car, grab Higgins by an arm and pull him to the side. “Don’t you get it, Professor? We’re evacuating as a precaution. The Sub-Protector is sending down a lifter. It’s coming straight into Pit Three.” 
 
    “The lifter can’t fit into Pit Three!” 
 
    Cade almost left. But he made one more try. “Professor, the mutants are going to storm through those walls. Do you want to be in their cooking pot?” 
 
    “Are you serious? What about what you said—?” 
 
    Cade pointed where he’d stashed the wagon and nuclear device. “That’s a seismic reader.” 
 
    Higgins frowned. “I thought you said it contained nerve gas?” 
 
    “Yes. And there’s a seismic reader, one much more sensitive than the one used days ago.” 
 
    “Oh. You know about that?” 
 
    Cade gave him a knowing grin and winked once more. 
 
    Higgins blinked several times. “The Sub-Protector gave me his word to hold back the assault long enough for us to bring up the convertor.” 
 
    “I know that,” Cade said. “The Sub-Protector tried and failed. Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “You really mean this instant?” 
 
    Cade decided to switch tactics. “You’re hopeless. Good-bye and good luck.” He headed to the electric car, sliding into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Wait,” Higgins shouted. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Cade didn’t wait but floored the pedal so the electric car shot away. 
 
    Higgins shouted at him. People looked up to see what the commotion was about. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Cade shouted at them. “The mutants are about to attack. You have to leave Pit Three. Everyone is going to the Spaceport. Hurry! Get out of here while you have the chance.” 
 
    The electric car zoomed for the beginning of the grade, the soldiers hanging on as Cade swerved and picked up speed. 
 
    Everyone down in Pit 3 was looking at the huge military man with his pack and laser in the electric car. They saw Professor Higgins sprinting after the car, shouting at Cade to wait for him. A few people more nervous than the rest started running after the professor. And that started a chain-reaction, a panic. People dropped their tools or left the digging or polishing equipment. They began to run after the electric car. 
 
    Cade reached the beginning of the ramp, roaring up it. He saw in the rear-view mirror that everyone or nearly everyone was running after him. 
 
    “Are the mutants really going to attack?” Sergeant Haxo shouted. 
 
    “Hell yes!” Cade roared. “Now, shut up so I can concentrate.” 
 
    The sergeant obeyed as the electric car zoomed up the ramp along the dirt walls. 
 
    Cade hoped Godfrey had everything ready up top. They had to evacuate approximately seven hundred people. Fortunately, he hadn’t seen any children around. This was a crazy plan, but it was working so far. If someone moved a big machine too near the nuclear device, too soon— 
 
    Sweat beaded the soldier’s face as he drove as fast as he could up the ramp out of Pit 3. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t quite pandemonium up top as sweating, exhausted people staggered toward the growing convoy of vehicles. 
 
    Around forty soldiers stationed at the Pit were either inside the five armored cars from the Spaceport or riding in the wagons behind. Others had brought up the Pit’s three armored cars. Various drivers had started up the fastest of the earth-moving equipment as Cade shouted and pointed, acting as a traffic cop, often grabbing people and slapping or shoving them if they didn’t obey his command fast enough. 
 
    Many people were sobbing as panic had taken hold. Cade had actually counted on that to get them moving faster. Now, he needed a semblance of order. 
 
    Lieutenant Godfrey jumped every time he spoke and glanced at him from time to time. She seemed amazed at what they were doing. 
 
    The truth was that was Cade was in his element. He brooked no disobedience. He’d already knocked out two people who’d tried to give him grief. One of those had been Professor Higgins. Two men had carried the unconscious professor to a loader, setting him in back. 
 
    In less time than Cade had expected, the last person he could see jumped aboard a heavy vehicle. The soldier whistled sharply, signally drivers. He turned to Godfrey. “Get into your armored car, Lieutenant. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Where are you going to be?” 
 
    Cade blinked, and he grinned. “I’ll join you. Let’s both go.” 
 
    Godfrey ran ahead, climbing into her armored car. 
 
    Cade climbed on top and waved his arm. The first two armored cars moved faster. The big earth-moving vehicles followed. The other three armored cars from the Spaceport were in the middle of the giant convoy. The Pit’s three would bring up the rear. 
 
    Cade watched, motioned once and was gratified to see that the drivers obeyed his signals. The earth-moving vehicles were slow, but they were big. They followed the armored cars and tore up the black road as they moved onto it. 
 
    After a kilometer and with the entire convoy moving, Cade knocked on a hatch. It opened. He climbed inside and shut the hatch behind him. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is working.” Godfrey smiled. “No one else could have made this happen.” 
 
    “We got lucky,” Cade said. 
 
    “More than that—” Godfrey turned. “Just a minute.” She flipped on her comm, listening. She turned pale and regarded Cade. “Mutants,” she whispered. “Jackson just saw hundreds of them from the drone. They’re trying to hide in the jungle along the road. He thinks they’re going to ambush us.” 
 
    “Does he have napalm?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Godfrey asked. 
 
    “Can he burn the jungle where the mutants are hiding?” 
 
    “Oh. You want Jackson airborne?” 
 
    “We have to kill as many mutants as we can before the real fight starts. Yes. Get Jackson into the air with incendiary bombs.” 
 
    Godfrey nodded, picking up the microphone and speaking into it. She listened and turned fast. “It’s Drang. She wants to speak to you.” 
 
    Cade traded spots with Godfrey and put comm headphones over his ears. “Arbiter?” he said into a microphone. 
 
    “Jackson says you have the convoy moving,” Drang said. 
 
    “Hit the hiding mutants with incendiaries if you can,” Cade said. “The Pit is rigged to blow.” 
 
    “Professor Higgins and Captain Souk didn’t give you any trouble then?” 
 
    “Arbiter, the convoy is moving. That means I succeeded. It’s go time. We need to strike first and take out as many mutants as we can with air power. They’re going to hit the convoy soon.” 
 
    “Right,” Drang said. “It looks like we’re doing it.” 
 
    “We are at that,” Cade said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The slow-moving convoy continued along the black road. Then, terrific explosions in the distance roared into life as gigantic flames shot into the air. 
 
    Cade had opened the hatch to keep an eye on things. He now ducked down and closed the hatch behind him. He looked through a scope. 
 
    There was a dot in the air, two dots. Those had to be jets. Flames jumped into life, showing where the incendiary bombs had struck the jungle. Had Jackson and his teammate hit the mutants? Airpower usually sounded more impressive in theory than it was in action. Still, the jets had made the first move. Hopefully, it would have surprised the chiefs and delayed their reaction times. 
 
    The earth-moving vehicles simply did not have high-speed in them. But they were huge, and many of the occupants had weapons. The trick, Cade knew, was to keep everyone moving. If they stopped, the mutants would likely be able to swarm them. 
 
    Cade debated using the eight armored cars to rush ahead and attack. The others would think the armored cars were abandoning them, though. That might lead to hysteria. He’d used panic to get the people out of the Pit but if the passengers lost it and ran screaming into the jungle— 
 
    “Cade,” Godfrey said in a shaky voice. “We have company.” 
 
    “Stay calm, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “I’m calm. I’m calm.” 
 
    Godfrey didn’t sound calm. Then rockets roared out of the jungle. The rockets hit the other armored car in front with them. The car shook and smoke billowed from it. Seconds later, it ground to a halt. 
 
    “Fire,” Cade said. “Start firing.” 
 
    “Where?” Godfrey shouted. “I can’t see anyone.” 
 
    “Fire into the jungle,” Cade shouted. “You too, Rick,” he told the armored-car’s machine gunner. 
 
    Cade opened a hatch, shoved his head and shoulders out and glared at the jungle. He didn’t see—yes, he did. Cade aimed the laser rifle and let the hot beam slice into the jungle. 
 
    At the same time, the turret canon began to bark as the machine gun chattered. Anti-personnel shells struck jungle trees, causing some of the forest giants to shudder. The machine-gun bullets cut down leaves, fronds, shredded bark and hopefully hit hiding mutants. 
 
    The soldiers riding in the attached wagon opened up, using their machine guns, rifles and pistols. 
 
    Other soldiers deployed on foot. They were likely the survivors of the first armored-car’s wagon. 
 
    Pandemonium erupted. More rockets whooshed out of the jungle. Rocket-propelled grenades came from both sides of the jungle. Some of the grenades hit the big earth-moving equipment. Giant tires burst. Wounded people screamed in agony. 
 
    Defenders fired from the vehicles, pouring machine-gun fire into the jungle. The other armored cars started doing the same thing. 
 
    One of the big earth-moving vehicles halted. 
 
    “Tell your armored cars to scoot past it,” Cade shouted into the interior. 
 
    Godfrey must have done so: because Cade saw armored cars zoom past the stopped earth loader. Several big vehicles halted behind it. Two began going around the stalled vehicles. 
 
    Cade debated climbing out and trying to play traffic cop. He realized the futility of that even as the idea sprung up. This was a death ride. Those who could make it would make it. The others would die. Was that callous? Yes. He’d given the Pit people a chance at life, nothing more than that. 
 
    If they wanted to live, they’d have to use their heads and hope for luck. 
 
    Then their side had a piece of luck. Someone among the Pit soldiers must have recalibrated the perimeter patrol robots, having them join the convoy from the beginning. The robots moved along the sides, their treads churned as .50-calibers opened up against the trees. They literally chopped down some of the forest monsters. That made mutants visible. A hail of gunfire shredded those. 
 
    Did the others run away or fade back? It would appear so, as no more RPGs whooshed from the jungle.  
 
    That allowed the convoy to continue snaking its way up the black road as it headed for the Spaceport over 36 kilometers away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    At the Spaceport, Ira Drang’s relentless efforts finally paid off as she managed to burn through the jamming and make contact with the captain of the Illustrious, the Patrol cruiser, a large Nimitz-class vessel. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem, Arbiter?” 
 
    The captain was an older man with a white goatee and tired eyes, the military hat looking too big for his head. He did not seem like a conspirator, but someone who just wanted to go home and sit on the couch watching shows. Captain Jon Ford Williams was his name, Yorkshire his home planet. 
 
    “Sir,” Drang said, “the Pit is about to detonate.” 
 
    Captain J.F. Williams appeared confused by the statement. 
 
    “The cyborg relics stashed at the Pit are about to vanish,” Drang said. 
 
    “Arbiter, I-I hardly know what to say. I thought this was an emergency. Now, you’re talking about relics. I imagine you mean the artifacts the scientists are digging out of the earth.” 
 
    Drang kept herself from laughing at his sorry attempt to pretend he didn’t know what was going on. She said, “The smugglers have military vessels. Were you aware of that?” 
 
    “Now…now see here, Arbiter.” Williams frowned as if he was confused. “This is a—” 
 
    “The Sub-Protector tried to buy me off,” Drang said, interrupting. “I let him believe he’d succeeded. He has not. That means your conspiracy is blown. Furthermore, there is an ancient cyborg lurker in the system hiding in the Asteroids. I believe it will strike after your treachery diminishes our military strength in the system.” 
 
    Williams stared at her, but instead of appearing more tired and weak, molten steel seemed to pour from somewhere into his eyes, giving them hot power. It seemed he was going to drop the act. 
 
    “You’ve badly miscalculated by calling me,” Williams said in steely voice. 
 
    “No. I don’t think I have.” 
 
    “We control space. You’re stranded on the planet, at our mercy.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. You don’t control space. Didn’t you hear me? A cyborg lurker is out there. It might be the ship that gives the smugglers the critical advantage.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Williams said. “Old myths have no power to affect reality. I’m surprised you’re trying this.” 
 
    “Senior Commandant Estevan and I both saw the lurker with the station’s new sensor nodes. The cyborg vessel vanished afterward, but it’s still out there. Ask Krenz to ask Estevan what we saw. You’ll be astonished at the truth.” 
 
    “Bah. What could you possibly know about ancient lurkers? You’re making up problems to try to frighten me into helping you.” 
 
    “An Ultra from the Cyborg War is here with me. He named the vessel for us.” 
 
    Williams sneered. “This is a pathetic attempt at subterfuge. I expected better from you.” 
 
    “Group Six of Earth has found a cache of Ultras from an ancient sleeper ship,” Drang said. “I do not lie. I am speaking the truth. Sub-Protector Krenz is failing badly. The best relics are about to disappear, meaning there will be much less to split between all of you. My professional advice, sir, is to switch back to our side and follow your oath. Join the destroyer and the stings. Lure the enemy vessels to the space station and finish them for good. Afterward, we might destroy or capture the lurker and save the Concord grave future harm.” 
 
    “This is too ludicrous to countenance. I’m cutting the connection, Arbiter. I have work to do.” 
 
    “You’re signing your death warrant if you do that. Your conspiracy has been shattered. I’ve already sent a message with a robot drone to the nearest Patrol base.” 
 
    “I know that’s a lie. Nothing has left the system since the Descartes docked at the station. My people have been watching for exactly that.” 
 
    The last statement was a lie, but Drang merely shook her head. 
 
    At that point, a terrific planetary explosion broke the connection between the comm shack and cruiser. Drang felt the room shake. She stood, and sat back down, drained of energy. 
 
    A man opened the door. Drang turned to him. “The nuclear device just went off,” he said. “There is no more Pit.” 
 
    A cold feeling worked through Ira Drang. She hoped the convoy had been far enough away from the blast to survive. She hoped the Diggers and their mutant troops had been there, consumed in the nuclear holocaust. Whatever relics had been there were gone. That should severely cut into any profits the conspirators hoped to gain. 
 
    The radiation and other interference from the blast made it impossible to regain any comm connection for the moment—to say nothing of the continuing jamming. What would Captain Williams be thinking now? He and his people would have seen the explosion from space. What was Krenz thinking? Was he speaking to Williams about it, reconsidering their options? 
 
    The captain of the Illustrious had had a point, though. The conspirators owned the high ground, space. Just what sort of military vessels did the smugglers have? Was the lurker capable of offensive action? 
 
    Drang exhaled. There were too many imponderables. The space station had weaponry. Combined with the cruiser, destroyer and stings, they should be able to defeat whatever the smugglers had slipped into the Asteroids. Even if the lurker joined the smugglers, Patrol firepower should be enough to face them all and survive. It was the same old story, united we stand and divided we fall. 
 
    “Stand with us Captain Williams,” Drang whispered under her breath. “Recalculate the odds and do the right thing.” 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling, wondering what was going on up there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    In the space station infirmary, Dr. Halifax moaned in pain. He was vaguely aware of someone stepping away from him, holding a hypogun. 
 
    Orderlies approached, big ugly suckers in white uniforms. They laid beefy hands on him, and the waves of pain caused Halifax to cry out in agony. The orderlies paid no heed, lifting him from the medical cot and depositing him in a wheelchair. Wherever they’d touched his bandages, his skin felt as if it was on fire again. 
 
    Halifax panted as he bent over. He still wore the healing bandages head to toe. That he could sit here like this at all was a marvel. That he could think in the slightest was a testimony to Concord medical advances. The painkiller an orderly had shot into his system was probably helping as well. 
 
    One of the orderlies pushed his wheelchair. The man walked quickly and jerked the wheelchair every time he took a corridor turn. Ten minutes later, the orderly exited an elevator, bringing Halifax to the space station’s Operational Center. The man wheeled Halifax to a large screen. 
 
    Sub-Protector Krenz stood there, shoulders hunched as he watched a recording of a strange shark-like spaceship with seeming fish scales for hull plating. Small Krenz turned to Halifax, although the Sub-Protector pointed at the screen. 
 
    “Do you know what that is?” Krenz asked. 
 
    Halifax eyed the vessel. “A ship,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of ship?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Come, come, Doctor. That isn’t going to help you. I happen to know you’re a case officer for Group Six.” 
 
    “I was but not anymore.” 
 
    “Is Marcus Cade an Ultra?” 
 
    “Uh…yes. I should think that obvious.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s an Ultra and not just a big human with speeded reflexes?” 
 
    Halifax tried to reason what he should say to give him the greatest advantage. His discomfort made it hard to plot, however, as his skin had started to itch all over. 
 
    “Do you need another painkiller?” Krenz asked. 
 
    Halifax thought about that. Too many powerful painkillers might hurt his organs. But he needed his wits. The sharper his wits, the greater the chance he could outsmart these backwater hillbillies. 
 
    “My mind is feeling groggy,” Halifax said. 
 
    Krenz motioned to the burly nurse standing behind the wheelchair. 
 
    There was pressure on Halifax’s neck, a hiss as air injected the painkiller through the bandages and the skin and fat of his neck. It was a hot and then cooling sensation. Almost immediately, the fog in his thoughts dissipated. 
 
    Halifax looked around. Why was he in the Operational Center anyway? It made no sense. The personnel seemed subdued. A few looked edgy, worried perhaps. 
 
    Krenz was snapping his fingers. “Doctor, if I could have your attention.” 
 
    “Certainly, Sub-Protector,” Halifax said as he faced the man. 
 
    “Do you see that vessel?” Krenz pointed at a still-shot of the shark-like ship. 
 
    Halifax studied it. He’d never seen anything like it before. Then, he sucked in his breath sharply. 
 
    “Ah,” Krenz said. “You recognize it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Is it an Ultra attack ship?” 
 
    Krenz glared at him. “Don’t waste my time, Doctor. You know it’s a cyborg ship from the ancient war.” 
 
    The revelation stunned Halifax. He thought fast, trying to see how he could use this to his advantage. Ah! He had an idea. “I, ah, didn’t know you knew enough to know that.” 
 
    “Enough of your games. Is it a lurker?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Krenz stared up at the ceiling as he clenched and unclenched his fingers. He turned to someone Halifax couldn’t see. “Get Estevan up here fast,” the Sub-Protector said. 
 
    A person hurried away. 
 
    Krenz turned back to Halifax. “Why did Group Six send you and Cade here?” 
 
    In order to understand the situation better, Halifax said, “I’m surprised Arbiter Drang isn’t questioning me.” 
 
    “Don’t be coy. You know she’s on the planet. You probably told her about me. I don’t see how she could have figured everything out so quickly otherwise.” 
 
    “You have been busy,” Halifax said, deciding vague comments would be wisest until he figured out exactly what was going on. 
 
    Krenz stared at the lurker on the screen. “According to my data, Group Six has revived Ultras. Is Earth Intelligence also working with cyborgs?” 
 
    “No, no. Cyborgs…are intensely xenophobic. They turn their captives into cyborgs and destroy the rest.” Halifax had learned that from Cade’s hints dropped during their many months together. 
 
    “You don’t believe I can strike a deal with the cyborg captain?” Krenz asked. 
 
    “Not unless they’ve shoved an obedience chip into your brain. Why? Have you spoken with the lurker captain?” 
 
    “I’m asking the questions.” Krenz motioned to someone unseen. A new still-shot appeared on the screen. It showed a visible surface explosion in Therduim III’s ubiquitous jungle. “What do you make of that?” 
 
    “A nuclear or antimatter explosion,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Was that planned?” 
 
    Halifax was confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s true. I think if you can’t acquire the relics, no one can. Is that it?” 
 
    Halifax stared at the screen, trying to put the pieces together. The nuclear or antimatter explosion must have occurred on Therduim III. The Sub-Protector must mean the Pit where people dug up ancient cyborg relics. Clearly, Krenz thought this was some sort of Group Six plot. What was the best way to use that? 
 
    “Are some of the smugglers Group Six operatives?” Krenz asked. 
 
    There was the answer, and Halifax now realized exactly how to do this. “If I knew a little more, I could tell you.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Krenz said angrily. 
 
    “That Group Six compartmentalizes its missions. I don’t know about the smugglers, but given enough information I could tell you if they’re working for Director G.T. Titus or not.” 
 
    “This Director Titus runs Group Six?” 
 
    “Quite effectively, as I think you’re finding out.” 
 
    Krenz grunted as he scratched one of the tufts of white hair sticking up from his head. “The smugglers are headed here,” the Sub-Protector said abruptly. “They’re creating a mass aerosol field before their ships as protection.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand that,” Halifax said. 
 
    Krenz snapped his fingers. The scene changed on the main screen, moving again. It no longer showed the explosion on the planet, but a growing space cloud. “The smugglers are spraying the cloud into existence before their ships. I don’t know their numbers or kind because of that. It’s more than an informational shield, however, but also a laser block.” 
 
    “Oh,” Halifax said, understanding. A laser beam would take time burning through an aerosol cloud. The cloud would also help block radiation or a warhead blast and might retard missiles too. 
 
    “Your Director Titus is shrewd,” Krenz said. “Cade is trying to make me believe that he destroyed the cyborg relics at the Pit.” 
 
    “You don’t buy that?” 
 
    “A convoy has fought its way from the Pit and is approaching the Spaceport. One of the few reasons I haven’t ordered the Illustrious to launch space-to-surface missiles at the convoy is that I believe Cade took the relics for Group Six and is trying to hide that fact through the nuclear explosion.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Halifax said, as if that revealed something. 
 
    “The Diggers have taken a heavy blow, and much of their gathered mutant horde is gone, both because of the Pit blast and from fighting the convoy. Doctor, I’m willing to make a deal.” 
 
    “It’s that bad, huh?” 
 
    Krenz looked as if he was going to shout at Halifax. Instead, the Sub-Protector contained his emotions. “Yes. It is that bad. Here’s the thing. I want the rest of the relics. I need them. I freely admit that to you. What I want to know is your price for helping me acquire them.” 
 
    “What if I said I wanted the lurker as my price?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “I would know that you weren’t serious. Surely, you realize we haven’t been able to find the lurker again.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Of course, if you prove too stubborn of a bargainer, I could have you shot as a spymaster.” 
 
    “No need for threats, Sub-Protector. We can work something out.” 
 
    “Doctor, it’s time to lay down your cards. You’ve been vague because you’re trying to sound me out. I can destroy your smuggling vessels. That might cost me some of the space station, and that might cost me some of the relics stored here. Or…” 
 
    “Or Group Six could buy the relics from you,” Halifax said. 
 
    Krenz nodded slowly. “That would give both of us what we want, yes?” 
 
    “Yes indeed,” Halifax said. 
 
    “The critical aspect of this would be the transfer of funds.” 
 
    “And the price,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Yes, and the price,” Krenz agreed. “First, how can we make a money transfer?” 
 
    Halifax had no idea. But then, he didn’t have any money. He needed time, however, and that meant… “We would transfer the funds on Bremen.” 
 
    Krenz raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Naturally, Cade and I, and the relics, would have to travel there first.” 
 
    “I see. And how do you propose I lift Cade and the relics from the surface while the smuggling task force nears the space station?” 
 
    “You have it wrong. I’ll go down with a shuttle—” 
 
    “You mean the lifter,” Krenz said, interrupting. “A shuttle would be too small to carry the relics.” 
 
    “I wasn’t attempting to be precise, but yes, I’d go down with the lifter. After talking with Cade, we would load up the relics and return upstairs to you.” 
 
    Krenz stared at him suspiciously. “What would prevent me from simply taking the relics at that point?” 
 
    “The same thing that stopped you at the Pit,” Halifax said. 
 
    “You’d willingly commit suicide by blowing yourselves and the relics up with atomics?” 
 
    “You misunderstand the situation, sir. Cade is a fanatic. He will do anything to succeed. It’s part of his Ultra makeup. On the other hand, money is no object to me, although it is to Director Titus. Still, the Director wants the relics and Cade wishes to bring them home.” 
 
    Krenz studied Halifax. “I wish I could believe you. Convince me you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “What’s to convince?” asked Halifax. “You know it’s the truth. Send down the lifter. What do you have to lose?” 
 
    “The relics, my hold over you,” Krenz said. “Who knows what else?” 
 
    “You’re wrong. You hold the high ground. All we hold are the relics.” 
 
    “Drang is down there.” 
 
    “I know how to deal with Drang,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Is that why your skin is burned?” 
 
    “A small miscalculation,” Halifax said blandly. 
 
    Krenz turned away and then turned back as he exhaled hard. “You’re a cagey, sneaky bastard. You almost convinced me earlier that you two were on the run from Group Six. I read the report regarding the intelligence interrogation. Killing Monitor Varo—that was the master move. It made me think for a time you were what you said you were. After the detonation at the Pit—then I saw the truth. You turned Drang and staged a little play. That’s the only explanation that makes sense. Is Drang a Group Six double agent?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe that,” Krenz said. “Very well. I’ll send you down with the lifter. As you say, what can I lose? But if you try to double cross me, Doctor…” 
 
    “Please,” Halifax said. “I came here for one purpose only: gaining the cyborg relics. Once we reach Bremen, I think you’ll find my offer for them quite generous.” 
 
    Krenz grunted noncommittally. “When do you want to leave for the planet?” 
 
    “The sooner the better,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Yes, I agree. Therefore, now is as good a time as any. Remember, though, some of the crew will be my people. You won’t know who, but they’ll be watching, with guns aimed at your back.” 
 
    “Tut, tut,” Halifax said. “We’re both getting what we want. Thus, your threats are merely adding unneeded complications to the situation.” 
 
    “Unneeded or not, I feel better knowing my people will kill you if you try anything tricky.” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. “Do what you must, sir. Just make sure the smugglers and/or the lurker doesn’t defeat you and ruin everything.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    The nuclear explosion at the Pit sent a mushroom cloud into the air, but one much smaller than it could have been. The cloud signaled a change on the planet that only slowly dawned upon those in the convoy and at the Spaceport. 
 
    The long snaking line of vehicles traveled the remaining distance on the black road without any interference from the mutants. There were no more sniping attacks, no more RPGs popping tires. For whatever reason, the nuclear explosion signaled the end of mutant harassment—at least, for the present. 
 
    Cade’s armored car halted outside the electric fence of the Spaceport. No one came out from the gate, though. Finally, Godfrey established harshly static radio contact with those inside. 
 
    Drang insisted the convoy circle as best it could and wait outside, as there wasn’t enough room in the Spaceport for 500 extra people and their heavy equipment. Since the mutants weren’t attacking, everyone should be safe. 
 
    Godfrey radioed the other armored cars, which infiltrated through the convoy until the eight cars parked before the gate. Each armored vehicle was aimed at the convoy, including the turret and machine guns. 
 
    There might have been a rebellion from the Pit people, but the space station’s heavy lifter made an appearance as it came down from orbit. That had to mean something positive, right? 
 
    As the convoy people and those inside the Spaceport held their collective breath, the heavy lifter settled onto the tarmac on its four huge landing pads, air hissing from its thrust tanks. 
 
    Soon, the belly ramp whined as it opened and five armored men cradling laser rifles marched out. A wheelchair appeared with a heavily bandaged person crouched forward and pushed by a beefy man in nurse whites. The seven people exited the lifter and headed for the nearest building. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Cade received a call in the armored car. He listened on the headphones, finally turning to Godfrey. “The Arbiter wishes to consult with me in person.” 
 
    “Just you?” asked Godfrey. 
 
    Cade reached out, gripping one of the lieutenant’s shoulders. “You did good at the Pit and during the journey, Lieutenant. You’re in charge of the convoy now.” 
 
    “You’re leaving us?” 
 
    Cade stared into Godfrey’s eyes, thinking about his oath to Raina of the Golden Hair, his beautiful Valkyrie. Drang hadn’t told him much just now, but the Arbiter had said that Dr. Halifax was in charge of the space station party that had come down in the lifter. The congenital schemer was up to something. Cade knew Halifax would want to survive more than anything, and probably had a plan for their escape from the system. What should he tell Godfrey? What did he owe the lieutenant? 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on,” Cade said. “However, there is a possibility I’m part of a trade and will have to leave on the lifter.” 
 
    “You’re going to abandon us?” 
 
    Cade dropped his hand from her shoulder. “I have an appointment to keep on Earth. It means saving my wife, if I can. I helped you save most of the people from the Pit. I’ll do what I can to save you from the mutants and smugglers.” He shook his head. “I really don’t know why—why the Arbiter wants me.” 
 
    He knew he’d hedged, some might say lied. It was a tactical decision, misdirection. He suspected Halifax was arranging a way out of the system. Maybe the doctor felt he could reclaim his old position of confidant this way. Cade only suspected this, though, because he knew Halifax was a Canidae Vulpes of a man. 
 
    “It feels like you’re abandoning us,” Godfrey said. “I’d hoped…” 
 
    Cade took one of her hands, shaking it. “I may only be gone an hour. Hold the fort while I’m away.” 
 
    “Sure, Cade.” 
 
    With that, he climbed out of a hatch, carrying the pack and laser, and with black armor pieces protecting him as he headed for the gate. It opened just a crack, allowing him to disappear within. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several military people he didn’t recognize ushered Cade into the comm shack. Drang was there, speaking to two Patrol Intelligence operatives. 
 
    “You can leave,” Drang told the military people who had brought Cade. 
 
    Cade no longer possessed the pack, laser rifle, armor or heavy revolver he’d worn at his side. The military people had taken them at gunpoint. 
 
    “You’re trading me to the Sub-Protector?” Cade asked. 
 
    Drang shook her head, her face unreadable. The two Intelligence operatives had drawn their guns, aiming them at him. 
 
    “Please, sit,” said Drang. 
 
    Cade didn’t shrug. He looked around and chose the nearest chair, sitting and folding his arms across his chest, staring at her. 
 
    “You know Dr. Halifax came down,” Drang said. “What you don’t know is that he’s heavily bandaged, in a wheelchair and pumped full of painkillers. He was caught at the fringe of the antimatter blast you avoided. Despite all this, somehow Halifax convinced the Sub-Protector that you two are Group Six operatives willing to buy all the cyborg relics found at the Pit and have also shown an interest in acquiring the lurker Estevan and I saw earlier.” 
 
    “That sounds like Halifax,” Cade said. 
 
    “Does it? Are you in truth Group Six agents?” 
 
    “This is tiring, Arbiter. Do you believe what I told you before, or do you believe Halifax? Consider it this way, which of us is more likely to have spoken the truth?” 
 
    “Halifax told Krenz that you took the cyborg relics from the Pit. Tell me. Which of the heavy vehicles holds the convertor?” 
 
    “The remaining relics were destroyed in the nuclear blast. Unless…” 
 
    “Yes?” asked Drang. 
 
    “Unless the Diggers removed the relics first,” Cade said. “I doubt that happened, but I wasn’t there, so I don’t know.” 
 
    Drang studied him and glanced at the two tense operatives pointing their guns at Cade. 
 
    One of the two gave a quick shrug. 
 
    Drang regarded Cade again. “These two came down with the lifter. Earlier, they bugged the place where Krenz and Halifax spoke. I can play the recording for you if you like.” 
 
    “Please do,” Cade said. “I’d like to know exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    “You’re going to persist in your charade?” 
 
    “Let’s hear the recording.” 
 
    “Listen then,” Drang said, as she switched on a device. It played with excellent sound, repeating the conversation between Krenz and Halifax. Finally, Drang turned it off. “Well?” she asked. 
 
    Cade shook his head at Halifax’s mental agility. The man was incredible, a gifted liar. He regarded the Arbiter. “I doubt you can believe me, but what you just heard was Halifax at his best. Here he was sick, confined to a wheelchair and yet nimble of mind and tongue enough to fool Krenz. We no longer belong to Group Six, or if we do, my intention is to free my wife and my friends even if that means destroying Earth in the process.” 
 
    “You’re as convincing as Halifax,” Drang said. 
 
    “I’m not even close,” Cade said. “I’m telling you the truth and it sounds like it. Halifax can make any lie palatable. Look, Arbiter, this is the opportunity you need. I’m talking about getting people onto the space station. We have the heavy lifter, right?” 
 
    Drang shook her head. “Krenz is watching from the space station. If we try to load the lifter with half the convoy—” 
 
    “You’re not listening to me,” Cade said, interrupting. 
 
    “And you don’t seem to realize that Krenz still holds the power position. He can destroy the lifter at any time. His people are here, in the lifter. They’re in constant contact with him. You have to load the relics you stole from the Pit and go yourself. That’s it.” 
 
    “Right,” Cade said. “Thus, we take a few items from the convoy, fill them with your people, maybe with Lieutenant Godfrey’s people, and load them up. Have you ever heard of the Trojan horse?” 
 
    “I’m aware of the myth. Hmm. I see what you’re suggesting. You expect me to continue to trust you?” 
 
    “I’ve done everything I said I would.” 
 
    Suddenly, Drang sat forward, putting her face in her hands. She scrubbed her face with her palms, and then ran her fingers through her hair while growling an oath. Finally, she looked up. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Arbiter, I saved most of the people at the Pit. Integrate them with the defenses here or let Godfrey do it.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted her in the lifter.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is, use the opportunity given you.” 
 
    Drang just stared at him. 
 
    “Do you know one of the key reasons why we Ultras are so effective?” 
 
    Drang shook her head. 
 
    “Because we act faster than others,” Cade said. “We see an opportunity and strike like lightning for it. This is one of those moments.” 
 
    “You’re saying Halifax is an Ultra?” 
 
    “Halifax is a natural plotter and backstabber, able to shift on a dime. He’s a regular human, but he knows when a chance presents itself. Capture Krenz and you’ve won half the battle.” 
 
    “Krenz will know that and act accordingly.” 
 
    “Or stay here dithering until the smugglers and lurker destroy the station, cruiser and destroyer. Then the smugglers and lurker crew will join the mutants and overpower you. The choice is yours.” 
 
    “I’ve heard this before,” Drang said. 
 
    “You’re halfway to achieving victory,” Cade said. “Do you have the mental agility to shift and move, using what Halifax has won through his honeyed tongue?” 
 
    Drang looked away. She was obviously stricken. Finally, she swore at Cade, standing. “You win, for now, Ultra. We’ll try this your way. But I’ll have people watching you. If you double cross us—” 
 
    “Fine,” Cade said, standing. “I accept your threats. Now, this is how I think we should proceed…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    The heavy lifter rose from the Spaceport, heading for the mesosphere. 
 
    Several station security people came back to check the loaded “cyborg relics.” They found Lieutenant Godfrey and her people, who arrested them, taking them to the temporary brig where Arbiter Drang’s people took over. 
 
    Cade joined Halifax in a different compartment. The medics watching the doctor left at Cade’s suggestion, one of them dragged out by the other, as Cade rendered the most disagreeable medic unconscious. 
 
    Once again, Drang’s operatives intercepted the people, taking the medics to the temporary brig, putting them with the security people. 
 
    “Well, Doctor,” Cade said, as he sat down beside the heavily bandaged man. 
 
    “Uh, bugs,” Halifax said in a low voice, his gaze roving around the area. 
 
    “I understand,” Cade said with a nod. 
 
    “Good. Then you realize…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said. “It’s being done right now.” 
 
    “Wait. What do you think I just implied?” 
 
    “Right,” Cade said. 
 
    “Listen, we have to move, ah—” Halifax licked his lips as if considering his words. 
 
    “Doctor, please, don’t strain yourself. I know very well what the Director told us to do given the present situation.” 
 
    Halifax stared meaningfully at Cade, as if to say, Shut the hell up. You don’t know what you’re saying. 
 
    Cade put a hand in his pocket, debating whether to use the scrambler Drang had loaned him. He had a feeling she would still be able to hear them. She was an Intelligence officer, after all. Given Halifax’s past actions, Cade didn’t know if he trusted any Intelligence person of any stripe. Finally, he figured to hell with it, clicked on the scrambler and sidled up to the doctor. 
 
    “Have you seen the lurker?” Cade asked. 
 
    “A still image of it,” Halifax said. “Look, Cade, bugs are—” 
 
    “I’m using a scrambler.” And to put the doctor at ease, Cade took it out of his pocket to show the man. 
 
    “Oh. That’s different,” Halifax said. “Cade, we’re in trouble. I told Krenz we’re with Group Six and are willing to buy the relics. You did bring some aboard, right?” 
 
    “Fake ones,” Cade said. 
 
    “Good,” Halifax said. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “I do,” Cade said. 
 
    “Good,” Halifax said again. “What is it?” 
 
    Cade grinned. “You’re going to have to wait like everyone else to see what it is.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Halifax said urgently. “It is imperative you realize the depth of the Sub-Protector’s commitment to his goal.” 
 
    “I do—but I have a greater depth of commitment to mine.” 
 
    “Krenz holds the stronger cards.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Cade said. 
 
    “Krenz is barricaded behind a hundred military people. He controls the best warships and has his space station. Just how powerful is a lurker anyway?” 
 
    “Your point?” asked Cade. 
 
    “We’re entering a battlefield. The smugglers are coming on strong. If the Patrol takes any damage, I’m wondering if the lurker can come in and sweep up. I don’t want to end up in a cyborg convertor.” 
 
    Cade patted the doctor on a bandaged knee. “You’re learning. That’s the real danger. As to a lurker—I never was a navy man, but a ground pounder. So, I don’t know how dangerous the lurker is. It may be we’re going to find out.” 
 
    “You’d better have a better plan than that.” 
 
    “I do,” Cade said. “If it gets too bad, we’ll head back down to the planet and make a stand at the Spaceport.” 
 
    Halifax groaned. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the heavy lifter entered the stratosphere and began to traverse the planet to reach the space station presently on the other side, the smugglers’ huge aerosol cloud reached half a million kilometers from the station. That was a little more than maximum distance between Luna and Earth. 
 
    The Patrol cruiser Illustrious, the destroyer and the four stings headed away from the space station on an intercept course for the aerosol cloud and the expected smuggler task force behind it. 
 
    The cruiser had three times the mass of the destroyer and stings combined. The cruiser had heavier hull plating and far more firepower, including laser emitters able to reach one hundred thousand kilometers. The cruiser had been constructed for ship-to-ship battle. The destroyer—like most destroyers—was made to patrol areas and kill smaller craft, and stings were meant to act as police escorts rather than war vessels. 
 
    The space station possessed more missiles than the cruiser but lacked the same laser firepower. 
 
    The cruiser and destroyer—under Captain J.F. Williams’s orders—launched a staggered salvo of missiles. These were all much larger than the antimatter missile fired before at the grounded shuttle. 
 
    The missiles accelerated at a terrific rate, their exhaust plumes growing to exaggerated lengths. The aerosol cloud could not dodge or change its velocity. That made things easier for missile targeting. 
 
    Would the smuggler vessels see the missiles coming? If they did, would the smugglers attempt to launch counter-missiles or use lasers against them? 
 
    The heavy lifter reached the other side of the planet and continued to rise higher into the thinning atmosphere. The piloting crew spotted the space station, the Patrol flotilla 54,230 kilometers beyond the station and the aerosol cloud now 439,328 kilometers and approaching the station. 
 
    “Let’s wait here a while,” Drang said. 
 
    The piloting crew looked back at her and then at her operatives with their drawn weapons. 
 
    The heavy lifter slowed its rate of ascent as the sensor operator strained to show the battle. 
 
    “What’s that?” Drang asked, pointing at an indicator. 
 
    The communications officer looked up. “The Sub-Protector is sending the smugglers an ultimatum.” 
 
    “Put it on speaker so I can hear it,” Drang said. 
 
    The comm officer tapped her board. 
 
    “I repeat,” Egon Krenz was saying. “the missiles will slice through the aerosol cloud, detonating behind it. That means if any of your ships are there, the antimatter missiles will detonate among you. You must immediately show yourselves and power down any laser weaponry. Failure to do so will result in your destruction.” 
 
    Tense seconds passed, and nothing changed out there. 
 
    “If you’re ready for open battle,” Krenz said, “then prepare for it, because I plan to fight to the death.” 
 
    More seconds passed— 
 
    “What’s that?” Drang asked, as she leaned toward the main screen. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,” the sensor operator said. 
 
    “Start being sure,” Drang said. 
 
    “They’re big,” the sensor operator said seconds later. “I’m counting four of them. When I say big, they’re bigger than any of us expected smuggler vessels to be. Each of them is a little smaller than the Illustrious, which means they have more than three times the mass of our flotilla. I’ve never seen that type of vessel before. They have laser emitters. That means they’re definitely military craft and have accelerated through the aerosol cloud. Look—” 
 
    The sensor operator ceased speaking as intensely bright lasers speared from the four vessels. The lasers reached out, striking the first Patrol missile. The missile exploded, but the detonation seemed too small to have been a nuclear or antimatter explosion. That meant the lasers had destroyed it. 
 
    “What was the distance from the enemy ship to our missile?” Drang asked. 
 
    The sensor operator tapped his board, studying it and turning over his shoulder to the Arbiter. “This is incredible. That was two hundred and fifty thousand kilometers. That’s two-and-a-half-times farther than the Illustrious can reach.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” Drang asked. 
 
    The sensor operator shook his head. “Maybe everything aboard those ships is dedicated to increasing laser range.” 
 
    The next Patrol missile exploded under the barrage of enemy lasers. 
 
    The missile after that detonated as well, but it did so with vastly greater power. The heat generated by the blast showed it had been an antimatter detonation. 
 
    “The Sub-Protector’s force is hiding the remaining missiles behind the antimatter whiteout,” a piloting crewmember said. “I suspect it’s the best he can do under the conditions. The enemy laser range is frightening.” 
 
    “Military ships,” Drang said. “I wasn’t expecting enemy military ships with exceptional laser range, but smuggling vessels with a few armament pods.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Patrol flotilla was expecting this either,” the sensor operator said. “Look, the stings are breaking off.” 
 
    The screen showed the small stings veering away from the cruiser and destroyer, accelerating. They weren’t meant for this kind of battle. 
 
    After the stings began veering away, the cruiser and destroyer did likewise. It looked like they were breaking off contact with the enemy. The problem was, where could they run and still protect the space station? The long-range lasers appeared to have turned everything to the enemy’s advantage. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Drang hunched forward in her chair as spiking pain throbbed in her forehead. It was nearly debilitating pain that had sprung to life as the Patrol flotilla ran for cover. 
 
    In the distance, the originally launched and deliberately staggered antimatter missiles continued to detonate every few minutes, providing the Patrol vessels with blocking whiteouts so the enemy ships couldn’t target them. 
 
    There was encrypted chatter between the Illustrious and space station, but the lifter’s comm operator lacked the means for breaking in and understanding what they said. 
 
    “What should we do?” the chief pilot asked Drang. 
 
    The Arbiter waved him off as she massaged her forehead. The Intelligence operatives glanced at Drang before threatening the pilot with their guns. 
 
    “I’m asking for instructions,” the pilot said in a whiny voice. “Should I head for the space station?” 
 
    “No,” Drang said with her eyes closed. “The planet, go around the planet.” 
 
    “You mean back onto the other side?” 
 
    “Yes.” Drang opened bleary eyes, stood, swayed and staggered toward the hatch. “Make sure he maneuvers around the planet,” she told the operatives. 
 
    “Should I land back at the Spaceport?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “No,” Drang whispered. She peered blearily at her operatives. “I’ll be back soon. I have…I need to think for a few minutes. Make sure he obeys my instructions.” 
 
    With that, Drang staggered out of the piloting chamber to where she kept her personal kit. The headache had worsened, making her eyesight blurry. She went to her knees as she rummaged in her kit. Several Intelligence people in the room glanced at her. 
 
    She opened a special purse, staring into the depths. She saw a sealed envelope, grabbed it and tore it open. She wasn’t sure why, but the contents of the envelope were critical. She opened it wider and stared at a large green pill. It was monstrous, but…but… 
 
    Drang surged to her feet. “Water, I need water.” 
 
    An operative found a water bottle, twisting off the cap and giving her the open bottle. 
 
    Drang held it in one hand and the giant green pill in the other. Why had she been carrying this huge pill? Why would the headache force her here? Had she preplanned this? 
 
    With a shaking hand, she placed the pill in her mouth and guzzled water, using her tongue to hold the pill to one side. When she had enough water, she tilted her head and released the pill so it went to the back of her throat. She swallowed the water, washing the pill into her gullet. 
 
    Afterward, she sat with a groan, waiting. Time seemed to pass sluggishly with each beat of her heart. 
 
    “Are you well, Arbiter?” one of her people asked. 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    The minutes passed, and it felt as if the first tendrils of relief tickled upward to her tormented mind. Then she arched her neck and screamed, collapsing afterward as sweat oozed from her pores. The agony in her mind intensified. She shivered. She coughed weakly and felt the people around her watching fearfully. 
 
    “Arbiter, what should we do?” asked one. 
 
    “Nothing,” Drang managed to whisper. “Wait. Give me a few more minutes.” 
 
    She realized she should have done this in the bathroom where no one could witness it. This would hurt morale, but it couldn’t be helped now. The pain— 
 
    Walls seemed to collapse in her mind. Instead of causing agony, it brought cooling relief. The headache began to recede. More interior mind-walls went down, and an amazing realization struck home. 
 
    She was not Arbiter Ira Drang. She was Chief Arbiter Iris Dragonfeld of Quartz Sector, one of the highest-ranking Intelligence officers of the Patrol. She was on a top-secret mission. The subterfuge had been her idea as she went undercover, in a sense, into one of the potentially worst cases in Patrol history. A secret tech company with possible connections to the ancient and horrific cyborgs had been sending agents to the Therduim System via the smugglers. This tech company had sent operatives to Avalon IV and had possibly caused the destruction of the Helos space station in the Rigel System. Patrol Intelligence considered this a worst-case scenario. With the appearance of an ancient cyborg lurker— 
 
    Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld looked up at the worried faces surrounding her. She would maintain her aspect of Arbiter Ira Drang for the moment. Monitor Varo had known her real identity, but that had been it. No, telling them she was really Iris Dragonfeld would not help matters. 
 
    What had brought about the headache? She nodded. The long-range enemy vessels combined with the sighting of a lurker, and the relics on the station. Yes. This was a dire situation indeed. That must have tripped posthypnotic commands in her mind. 
 
    “Are you all right now, Arbiter?” a man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, perhaps too forcefully. Iris Dragonfeld possessed one of the keenest minds in Patrol Intelligence. She did not have psi-talents, but she did have uncanny hunches. She could not have passed as Ira Drang if she’d maintained the full force of her real personality. She’d climbed to her present position through exalted intellect and uncanny guesses. Now— 
 
    Dragonfeld dipped her head. She had more assets in the system. Yes, yes, she remembered now. A grim smile stretched her lips. The Illustrious had been assigned to the space station at her request. She had codes that could render the cruiser inoperative if she desired. And she had another ship deeper in the system. It was on standby. 
 
    The Chief Arbiter of Quartz Sector narrowed her gaze. What about Cade and Halifax? 
 
    She laughed sourly to herself. Given their past actions, it was obvious they were exactly what they said they were. Krenz had been a fool to trust Halifax. Was Cade a similar fool? No. That one was different. He was a driven man, a driven superman. 
 
    Could Cade help her here? 
 
    She whirled around to stare at the three operatives. They eyed her uneasily, two men and a woman. They were good agents. They would do as ordered. 
 
    “Where’s Hemlock?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, staying with the equipment as ordered,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’ll see him myself. Get Cade and bring him there. Then, get the others. Move,” she said. 
 
    The three jumped, hurrying to obey her commands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Soon, Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld recited a verbal, coded sequence. Hemlock’s shoulders slumped with relief as she finished. 
 
    “You’re back,” the small man said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Send this message into deep space.” She handed him a scrawled note. 
 
    Hemlock glanced at it and nodded as he began to unpack a unique comm unit. 
 
    “Once you’re done, bring your equipment to the A-Four Compartment.” 
 
    Hemlock nodded once more. 
 
    Dragonfeld hurried for the exit. She had one more chore to perform before talking to Marcus Cade. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    With the barrels of their guns, Patrol Intelligence personnel prodded Cade down a short corridor into a different compartment, leaving Halifax by himself. In the new room, a small, hunched man set up a portable comm unit complete with screen. He manipulated it and then sat back, waiting.  
 
    Moments later, tall Ira Drang swept into the compartment. 
 
    Cade frowned. There was something different about her, something electric and ferocious. It showed in the way she walked, how she held herself and the fire in her eyes. Energy seemed to radiate from her, as if she might levitate off the deck as rays poured from her fingertips. 
 
    Arbiter Drang began to tell him about the aerosol cloud, the missiles, enemy warships and the long-ranged lasers. She explained how the Patrol flotilla had fled from the enemy. 
 
    “What about us?” Cade asked. “What happens to us?” 
 
    “You don’t seem worried by what I’ve told you about what’s going on out there,” Drang said. 
 
    “No. I’m worried.” 
 
    “You don’t show it.” 
 
    Cade sensed more than ever the change in Drang. 
 
    Perhaps she felt his scrutiny. She snapped her fingers and pointed at the hunched man. He perked up. 
 
    “Show us the space station,” Drang said. 
 
    “I can’t yet,” the small man said, “as we can’t see it from our present location.” 
 
    Drang marched to a wall comm, pressed it and gave new orders to the piloting crew. 
 
    “You seem to have anticipated the present events,” Cade said. 
 
    Drang shook her head. “Well?” she asked the hunched man. 
 
    “I have a visual,” he said. 
 
    “Come and look at this,” Drang said. 
 
    Cade did so. A large aerosol cloud was growing before the space station. Giant tubes sprayed the aerosols, adding to the mass. The Illustrious and destroyer maneuvered into position behind the space station relative to the approaching enemy vessels. 
 
    “They’re making a stand,” Cade said. “The enemy should have burned away the cloud with their long-range lasers. Why aren’t they?” 
 
    “If I’m correct, the enemy wants the cyborg relics aboard the station. Those relics are a much greater protection than the aerosol sand hull plating.” 
 
    “Do you know the enemy’s identity?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Chief Arbiter,” the hunched man said excitedly. 
 
    Drang glared at him. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the hunched man said. “I mean, Arbiter, I’ve intercepted communications between the approaching warships and space station.” 
 
    “Show us,” Drang said. 
 
    The hunched man tapped his board, and the small screen beeped. Seconds later, it showed a short man with porcelain-white skin and thin black hair swept to the left. He wore black-tinted goggles—the lenses were perfectly circular, and the bands fit snugly around his head. 
 
    “Rohan Mars,” Cade said in wonder. 
 
    Drang glanced sharply at Cade. “You know him?” 
 
    “I do. He’s an android. I don’t understand what he’s doing here.” 
 
    “So…” Drang said. “An android would indicate agents of the secret tech company are operating the warships. Yes, this is beginning to make more sense.” 
 
    The android Rohan Mars—if that was who he was—spoke directly to Egon Krenz. It appeared the Sub-Protector had launched a relay unit to the side of the station, giving them direct access to the enemy ships by bypassing the new aerosol cloud. 
 
    The two dickered for the relics presently on the station. Rohan offered an amount that Krenz tried to raise. Soon, Rohan agreed to the new amount. 
 
    “Now, how do we achieve the transfer?” Krenz asked. 
 
    “The eternal question,” Cade said with a slight smile. 
 
    “Instead of regular credit notes,” Rohan said, “I can pay in platinum cubes worth the same amount.” 
 
    “That will work,” Krenz said. “However, if your ships continue on their present course, I will reluctantly be forced to destroy the relics before your arrival.” 
 
    “That would be most unwise,” Rohan said. “If you destroy the relics, we will have no alternative but to destroy you.” 
 
    “Such being the case,” Krenz said, “your ships should cease their approach.” 
 
    “Let us first come to an understanding. You do agree that we have the ability to destroy your station and ships.” 
 
    “Your lasers reach farther than ours. Is that sufficient for victory?” asked Krenz. “I am unconvinced.” 
 
    “Perhaps, then, another demonstration is in order.” 
 
    Krenz shook his head. “Sir, this is a futile impasse. We each have what the other wants. You desire the relics. I the platinum cubes. How can we make the exchange so it works for both of us? That’s the real question.” 
 
    “I’m also interested in the relics on the planet,” Rohan said. 
 
    “It’s interesting that you should ask about them, as I’m presently awaiting their arrival on the station.” 
 
    “Do you refer to the heavy lifter?” Rohan asked. 
 
    “Now, see here. I demand to know how you’re aware of all this. Is Dr. Halifax one of your agents?” 
 
    Rohan sat fixedly, no part of him moving until he asked, “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Dr. Halifax,” Krenz repeated. 
 
    “He’s there?” 
 
    “No. Halifax is on the planet—well, on the heavy lifter bringing the extra relics. I’m frankly surprised he hasn’t reached the station yet.” 
 
    “Halifax…is there a bigger man with him?” Rohan asked. 
 
    “Do you mean Marcus Cade?” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Rohan said. “The Master was correct.” 
 
    “Master?” asked Krenz. 
 
    “Never mind about that,” Rohan said. “I will double the amount of platinum if you send them to me, alive. I want them both alive. You must deliver Cade and Halifax to me.” 
 
    Krenz rubbed his chin thoughtfully. 
 
    On the heavy lifter in the compartment, Drang turned to Cade. “Why does the android want you two?” 
 
    “I’m wondering that myself. I killed him, you see. This must be a different Rohan-Mars unit. I wonder if they gave him the old one’s memories. That would mean events have come full circle.” Cade’s head swayed. “Wait a minute. The lurker must be related to all this. Perhaps the Master that Rohan referred to is the cyborg leader aboard the lurker.” 
 
    “Will the android actually make the payment?” 
 
    “Why not?” Cade asked. “It wants the relics, and now it wants Halifax and me. What are a few pieces of platinum compared to conquering the galaxy?” 
 
    Drang glanced at him sidelong. 
 
    “What?” asked Cade. “Are you thinking about cashing in by selling me to the android?” 
 
    “No,” Drang said. “The cyborg menace—it’s obviously very real. I suspect it’s the greatest present threat to the Concord.” 
 
    “I’d agree to that.” 
 
    Drang put a finger to her lips. “Shh. It’s getting interesting again.” 
 
    The two had been debating payment options. Krenz now agreed to send out a shuttle loaded with the relics, and another with Halifax and Cade, once he captured them. In exchange, Rohan Mars must send the platinum cubes in a drone directly to the station. Both vessels would be rigged with explosives in case the other side tried to cheat. 
 
    “If you will please notice,” Rohan said. “Our ships are braking. You must capture Cade and Halifax at once so we can complete the exchange in a single run.” 
 
    “They’re supposed to be here any minute,” Krenz said. “Yes, I see that you’re braking. That’s a wise move, sir.” 
 
    “My patience is limited, however,” Rohan said. “Acquire the Ultra and his fellow traveler quickly, or events will move beyond my control. The Master desires those two even more than he desires the relics.” 
 
    “What’s so important about them anyway?” 
 
    “That is no concern of yours,” Rohan said primly. “We are braking, but the ships can just as well accelerate into an assault formation. Forty-five time-units: that is all I will give you.” 
 
    “What?” Krenz asked. 
 
    “Forty-five minutes,” Rohan said. “My Master will give you no more time. If you fail to acquire Cade and Halifax in that time, he will enter the fray directly. In that case, all of you will enter his service much sooner than you anticipated.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Krenz demanded. 
 
    “That you accelerate your timetable and capture Cade and Halifax,” Rohan said. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’ve already given orders to that effect. I’m told the lifter has almost reached docking position.” 
 
    “For your sake, I hope you are telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “Arbiter, or should I say Chief Arbiter?” asked Cade, glancing at the small, hunched man at the special comm unit. 
 
    Drang glowered at the small man. He became even busier with his communications equipment. “Titles don’t matter now,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Cade said, “but authority does. If you’re a chief arbiter, I expect you have more authority than I previously realized.” 
 
    Drang shrugged. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Clearly, the Master desires my capture. That would be a bad thing for all involved.” 
 
    Drang’s intense eyes seemed to burn with understanding. “You hold information the cyborgs desire, greatly desire. If that’s so, I should have you shot so they never acquire the data.” 
 
    “That would produce a negative result instead of a positive one,” Cade said. 
 
    “But a better result than having the so-called Master capture you,” Drang said. “He or it certainly resides in the hidden lurker.” 
 
    “No doubt there,” Cade said. “I suspect the lurker linked up with secret tech-company smugglers. Where or how the lurker cyborgs learned about me…” Cade grew quiet as a realization struck. 
 
    “What now?” Drang asked. 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “No,” Drang said sharply. “That’s not good enough anymore. I’m on the cusp of making a dreadful decision. Give me further reason to trust you, to let you live.” 
 
    “I was wondering why cyborgs would be so intent upon my capture. The only thing I’m coming up with is the Vellani Rift.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the stellar region. It lies almost two hundred light-years from here. It’s a vast nebula, uncharted in places. How could it be important to cyborgs?” 
 
    “There’s a strange phenomenon in the rift, a vortex that’s a gateway to a pocket universe. Sometime during the War, Ultras and cyborgs, including Rhunes, went through the vortex. If the Master wants the old war-tech there, might he want to know how to find and use the vortex in order to reach the pocket universe?” 
 
    “You know all this because you used the vortex and went to this pocket universe?” 
 
    “I did,” Cade said. 
 
    “How would the Master know you know about the vortex?” 
 
    Cade nodded. “That’s the question. I suspect the secret tech company has something to do with that. Maybe it has a large spy network. I’m thinking someone must have questioned Tarragon Down or a young woman named Velia who I left on an Amklana space station.” 
 
    “Why would either of them be important?” Drang asked. 
 
    Cade shook his head. “I never should have left Velia there. I did it because of the oath to my wife.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That Velia was too tempting for me, at least if I remained in her presence for too long. She had some kind of…sexual power, perhaps psychic. In order to keep my vow to Raina, I had to leave Velia’s company. In this case, she left mine by remaining on the space station.” 
 
    Drang sneered. “Your antiquated notions of fidelity don’t interest me. If you have the data concerning the Vellani Rift vortex—and the cyborg Master in the lurker desires it—the wisest course would be to have you and Halifax shot, thereby erasing the data.” 
 
    “Or you could help us escape the lurker and the star system,” Cade said. 
 
    “What value is there in that for the Concord?” 
 
    Cade stared at Drang. “Yes, a reasonable question from your point of view. The best I can tell you is that by aiding me now, you’ll help the Concord against Group Six of Earth. Director Titus has dangerous plans, which include using more Ultras as secret agents. Even as spies, we’re highly effective and will continue to plague the Concord, especially as the Director’s plans mature.” 
 
    “What plans?” 
 
    “I don’t know the specifics,” Cade said. “But who wielding power doesn’t have grand plans? You can bet Director Titus does.” 
 
    Drang grew thoughtful. “Is the Director as great a threat to us as the lurker and the secret tech company?” 
 
    “That’s not always the question,” Cade said. “Threats are potentialities. Clearly, the lurker out there is deadly, as is the tech company. You must destroy both if you can. That doesn’t negate Earth’s threat to you.” 
 
    “A Patrol fleet in the Solar System could quickly quell that threat.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cade said. “The point is this. Keeping us out of cyborg or secret tech company hands is imperative. Yes, you can have us shot. If you send us on our way, though, you’ll also gain the positive possibility of my putting an end to Group Six’s Ultra use.” 
 
    “And you will achieve this how?” 
 
    “I’m heading to Earth to free my wife and my fellow soldiers of Battle Unit One-Seven-Six.” 
 
    “You alone against Group Six?” asked Drang. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s right.” 
 
    “Probabilities suggest I take the more likely course,” Drang said. “The renewed cyborg threat is real. Ending it is the priority.” 
 
    “Chief Arbiter, I’m an Ultra. We once fought the cyborgs to a standstill. It cost this part of the Orion Arm dearly. Don’t think you can do this alone. If you fail to wipe out the resurgent cyborg threat, you’re going to need help.” 
 
    “Help from a handful of Ultras held by Group Six?” she asked. 
 
    “We have long memories. We’ve dealt victoriously with the cyborgs in the past. Crush the terrible menace before it grows again. That’s sound strategy. However, the fact of a fully functional lurker means it came from somewhere. Perhaps that base is the true threat. How do you propose to find the base?” 
 
    Drang shook her head. 
 
    “Humanity must unite and work together,” Cade said. “I’ve helped you here. You’ve helped me. Let’s continue to do so and become stronger through it.” 
 
    “What’s your suggestion? I need a real plan, not just theories.” 
 
    “Get rid of us,” Cade said, “by lending us a sting. It can drop us off at a large Concord world. There, we’ll buy starliner tickets to Earth.” 
 
    “Earth is more than four hundred light-years from here. In case you don’t know, that’s a long way off.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that. You should be aware that time has become critical to me. I’m eager to reach Earth as fast as possible.” 
 
    Drang rubbed her jaw. “Suppose I do as you suggest. How should I deal with Rohan Mars and Egon Krenz?” 
 
    “I doubt I have to tell you how to do your job, although I can help, if you want.” 
 
    “And if the lurker trails the sting and captures you anyway?” asked Drang. “What happens then?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you have a way of keeping the lurker busy for a time.” 
 
    Drang glanced at the man hunched at his equipment before regarding Cade again. “I’m sending you to the other compartment with Halifax. I’ll give you my answer soon.” 
 
    Cade nodded, wondering if he should attempt taking over the heavy lifter. Before he could decide, three operatives with drawn guns entered the chamber. Drang told them to escort Cade to the other room. 
 
    Cade hung back as his muscles tensed. 
 
    “Wait,” Drang said sharply. 
 
    The gunmen halted. 
 
    Cade judged the distance to the three as just a little too far. He noticed that Drang now had a small flat weapon aimed at him. 
 
    “You were about to disarm them,” Drang said. 
 
    Cade did not reply. 
 
    The fierce light grew in Drang’s eyes. “Thank you, Soldier. You’ve just made my decision for me.” 
 
    Cade waited for it. 
 
    “Go,” Drang told the three. “I’m not going to need you. Sir, if you would advise me, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    The three operatives left as Cade went to the comm equipment. He waited as Drang began giving the hunched man new instructions. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Time, it was a matter of time, trickery, distances, laser ranges and firepower. 
 
    The heavy lifter went to the other side of Therduim III. That meant, of course, that Krenz failed to recapture Cade and Halifax because they did not land on the space station. Soon enough, he reported this to Rohan Mars. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Rohan demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” Krenz said. “That’s what I want to know.” 
 
    “Are you holding back on me, sir?” 
 
    “No,” Krenz said. “I’m dealing with rank treachery on my side.” 
 
    “Do you have the extra cyborg items dug up from the planet?” 
 
    “Only what we originally brought onto the station,” Krenz said. 
 
    On the screen, Rohan did not move for several seconds. “That is a pity. The Master is displeased. However, he is still willing to pay for what you do possess.” 
 
    “Good,” Krenz said. “I’m ready to begin the exchange.” 
 
    Rohan nodded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A small satellite previously launched from the heavy lifter kept the space station under observation. 
 
    It should be noted that none of the orbital nodes circling Therduim III worked as advertised for Krenz and his people. This was because the Chief Arbiter had used special codes that caused the main relays aboard the space station to give false data. If the orbital nodes had worked, it would have been a simple matter for the Sub-Protector to spot the heavy lifter. A second aside was that Senior Commandant Estevan was still being held in his quarters. He, possibly, could have found the deception. Since he wasn’t in the Operational Center, it gave the Chief Arbiter more time. 
 
    A shuttle left the space station, heading out, while a small drone headed in from the four enemy ships. Soon enough, the shuttle neared the waiting warships. 
 
    In the heavy lifter situated in the stratosphere of Therduim III, Drang told Hemlock, “Now.” 
 
    Hemlock manipulated his special equipment. That sent a pulse through the small satellite to the space station. That, in turn, caused the station to send a self-destruct signal to the shuttle, which triggered the main engine. The engine overheated and detonated, rupturing the shuttle hull and necessarily destroying the cyborg relics in the main cargo bay. 
 
    In the space station’s Operational Center, Krenz shouted in distress as he helplessly watched the main screen. 
 
    Rohan appeared on the screen in thirty seconds. “You indulge in treachery, eh, Sub-Protector? I did not think you were that great a fool. Now, you will reap the consequences.” 
 
    At that point, the small drone with the platinum cubes exploded spectacularly. 
 
    Krenz stared at the screen in slack-jawed bewilderment. How could this be happening to him? 
 
    The Operational Center personnel helped bring him out of his funk by pointing out that the four warships had resumed their attack run. 
 
    In desperation, Krenz called Captain Williams. “They’re coming. We must fight it out.” 
 
    “Maybe you must,” Williams said. “I have other options—” He scowled as people shouted in the background. “Just a moment. I have a crisis that demands my attention.” He cut the connection, but reactivated it in less than a minute. “You’re right,” Williams said. “It’s time to fight.” He was shaking and pale-faced. 
 
    Krenz frowned. “What just happened? What changed your mind?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” Williams said in a hoarse whisper. “We must fight for our lives.” 
 
    What had happened was that the Chief Arbiter of Quartz Sector had used more of her special codes. Those codes had temporarily caused a malfunction in the main thrusters aboard the Illustrious, meaning it wasn’t going anywhere soon. Some of the bridge crew must have pointed that out to Captain Williams. Hence, his realization that he had to fight to survive. 
 
    The four enemy warships bored in, using their long-ranged lasers to burn the aerosol cloud. The space station continued to pump more aerosols into position. The lasers were winning the contest, although most likely not as quickly as Rohan or his Master would have liked. 
 
    The proof was the launching of enemy missiles. 
 
    Now, as the Illustrious mysteriously regained use of its thrusters, the cruiser edged to one side of the weakening aerosol cloud and beamed the nearing enemy missiles, destroying them. 
 
    The space battle seesawed as more enemy missiles zeroed in upon the space station and as the Patrol destroyer added its laser batteries to the counter-assault. 
 
    Meanwhile, Sub-Protector Krenz ordered masses of missiles manually moved by tugs out of the station. He did this behind the dwindling aerosol cloud. The station had pumped its aerosol reserves even as machines began to desperately manufacture more. 
 
    Emergency klaxons began to blare throughout the space station. All but a tiny, dedicated crew raced for the lifeboats and other space-capable tugs and shuttles. Krenz stayed with the last people, who would man the lasers until the end. The rest of the station personnel climbed aboard the final vessels. One after another, the tugs, shuttles and small spaceships headed down for Therduim III, for the Spaceport. They were fleeing to the planet, hoping for survival and eventual rescue. 
 
    The four enemy warships closed to within 60,000 kilometers of the station. Their lasers burned the last of the aerosol cloud and started to slag the station’s armored hull. 
 
    Now, masses of missiles ignited their thrusters, roaring out to meet the enemy task force. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Illustrious and the destroyer escorted the many small craft around Therduim III. Captain Williams hadn’t given up on life like Egon Krenz had, neither had the destroyer’s commander. 
 
    Mayhem ensued on the battlefield. The station’s lasers reached out, burning into enemy hulls. Accelerating Patrol missiles exploded, some spewing heavy radiation, heat and EMP and causing sensor whiteouts. That allowed the fleeing personnel time to reach the other side of Therduim III. 
 
    The heavy lifter had already landed at the Spaceport, with Chief Arbiter Iris Dragonfeld assuming full authority. With Hemlock’s special equipment, she watched the missiles and station lasers whittle down the enemy task force. 
 
    The sheer volume of missiles overwhelmed the enemy defensive fire. A nuclear blast shredded a warship’s hull. Debris cluttered space. Another blast devoured most of the debris and sent hot molten metal against another enemy ship. A beam from the station struck, burning through the hull. A powerful electromagnetic pulse washed over the enemy vessel. Androids deactivated and so did automated equipment. The lasers shut down there. Another blast hurled massive chunks of shrapnel against the ship, rendering it infective. 
 
    Simultaneously, enemy lasers chewed through space-station armor, devouring interior hardware, causing explosions and then human deaths. Another set of enemy lasers bored into a different area. The space station began to blow apart, sections of hull and interior tumbling away. 
 
    The last Patrol warheads detonated, crushing the third enemy ship. 
 
    The final “smuggler” warship had already taken emergency actions, using counter-blasts, reactive armor and hard acceleration to survive the surprise missile assault. Thus, in the end, one enemy warship survived. 
 
    The androids had destroyed the space station. Instead of the viable structure, there was a mass of drifting debris, much of it already drifting down toward the planet. Sub-Protector Egon Krenz was dead. Perhaps he’d decided to go down fighting instead of facing Patrol justice later. Senior Commandant Estevan had never made it off, locked in his quarters and forgotten in the rush to evacuate the structure. 
 
    The Chief Arbiter had sent a Patrol Intelligence Special Squad in a shuttle. The craft docked with the Illustrious. Soon, the special squad took Captain C.F. Williams into custody. His second-in-command took over. 
 
    After the shuttle left for the Spaceport, the cruiser and destroyer went onto the assault, heading for the remaining enemy vessel. 
 
    The “smuggler” warship accelerated. Perhaps it had received new instructions from the hidden lurker. The warship did not attempt to flee Therduim III; instead, it headed into the atmosphere as it attempted to circle around the planet. 
 
    “It’s a kamikaze attack,” the Chief Arbiter told the new captain of the Illustrious. “You must destroy it before it reaches a direct line-of-sight with the Spaceport.” 
 
    The last enemy warship continued to accelerate, its forward hull heating up as it dove through the atmosphere. That actually proved a defense against the lasers beaming from the Illustrious and the destroyer farther back. 
 
    The Chief Arbiter sent instructions, but the static created by nuclear explosions meant they never reached the two ships. 
 
    The former second-in-command of the Illustrious launched missiles. The missile cones heated up, but one reached the descending warship and erupted into a nuclear fireball. The enemy warship disintegrated, most of it consumed in the harsh blast. Pieces that survived the holocaust burned up like meteors as they plunged toward the planet. 
 
    The Illustrious received a wash of heavy radiation, the new captain taking the cruiser up to limp away and letting damage-control parties begin repairs as the medical teams began theirs. The destroyer followed at a distance, its sensor operators searching for new enemy vessels. 
 
    The lurker did not appear, nor did any other enemy ship. 
 
    The nuclear detonations washed some of the planet with radiation and caused EMP surges. Fortunately, that took place on the other side of the planet as the Spaceport. Perhaps mutant villages took damage. It was doubtful any Diggers did, as they were a subterranean species. 
 
    Fortunately for the people huddled at the Spaceport, a Patrol battleship had begun maneuvering for Therduim III. It was in the outer system and still 62 hours away, but it was coming on strong. The battleship was heading for the planet because its commander had received her orders from the Chief Arbiter several hours earlier. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As all this occurred, the four stings headed out-system, each in a different direction. In one of the stings were Marcus Cade and Dr. Halifax. She’d made the decision for two reasons. One, to plague Group Six with the Ultra. Second, to possibly flush the lurker as it gave chase, as she was certain the captain of the ancient vessel would realize what had transpired and attempt to follow the correct sting in order to grab the prized Marcus Cade. 
 
    She might also save everyone at the Spaceport that way. It was a calculated risk: that was what she planned to tell her superiors when the time came. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    In many ways, Rohan Mars the android replicated a human male. His positronic computer acted like a brain, but he was a machine, a thing and not a real person. He did not have a soul as a human was said to possess. The android’s only concern, however, was with the here and now.  
 
    Rohan Mars the android unit still functioned. He drifted in space in a spacesuit. He had watched the space battle from within a warship and later from without as he tumbled end over end. 
 
    He didn’t strictly need the suit, but it protected him against some of the damage of exposure. Also, if he ever got picked up by others, it would make it less obvious he was an android and not human. He’d put it on when it became obvious his ship would be destroyed. 
 
    The space battle had ended a day or two ago. The Patrol battleship was nearing Therduim III, but it was still nineteen hours away. 
 
    The positronic computer functioned, and using the optical cells in the eyes, Rohan saw a blurry object maneuver near him. He noticed the blurring because it came between him and Therduim III. 
 
    A hatch opened in the blurry object. Rohan saw darkness there, and he concluded the lurker had come to the planet. A segmented coil of metal reached out of the darkness, grasped a space-suited ankle and drew him in. Soon, the hatch closed behind him and gravity control took over. Rohan sat up, removed the space helmet and listened to instructions given from a wall speaker. 
 
    The android did not feel elation. He did not feel anything as he lacked emotions. If called for he could mimic them. But here, in the lurker, there was no point. 
 
    The Rohan Mars unit traversed empty corridors until he reached the bridge. There, in the captain’s chair, sat a cyborg, a tall, thin combination of minimalist flesh and robot parts. The face was the true monstrosity with black metal eye sockets, metal balls and red lights for pupils. The cyborg had a modified human brain in an armored brainpan. The Rohan Mars unit did not know that the cyborg had originated from the Web-Mind that had interrogated Tarragon Down. The android did not know this was the last known lurker in space. 
 
    Rohan did know—in the poetic sense, at least—that the Master, the cyborg captain of the lurker, possessed the correct codes that had given it full authority of the secret tech company. The Master had learned of the tech company’s ongoing plan for Therduim III and had changed them to suit new purposes. These purposes Rohan did not know. Thus, he could never give them away if captured and his positronic computer hacked. 
 
    The Master pointed at a comm console. 
 
    Rohan went to it. A single light blinked on the board. Rohan activated it, gaining a coded link with the Diggers on the planet below. 
 
    Now the Master spoke with his tortured larynx, using Rohan to communicate with the Diggers. 
 
    The Master learned about things he wanted to know. He listened to Digger pleadings for space vessels. And later, he told the Diggers what they must accomplish first before thinking about receiving a spaceship from him. 
 
    The Diggers did not like what they heard. They made threats. 
 
    The Master also threatened. His threat must have carried greater weight, as the Diggers changed their tune and began to promise again, to promise with many oaths mingled with pleas for help. 
 
    “I will return,” the Master said through Rohan. “First, I will track…” The Master ceased speaking before bidding Rohan to shut down communications with the Diggers. 
 
    The android did so without asking any questions. 
 
    Afterward, the lurker slid away from Therduim III. 
 
    Surprisingly, the Diggers had gained information about Marcus Cade. They had gained it from captives after the final but unsuccessful assault upon the Spaceport. The Diggers learned and passed on that Cade and Halifax had fled aboard a sting, although they did not know which one. 
 
    The Master questioned Rohan about Cade. 
 
    “I knew him as Jack Brune,” Rohan said. 
 
    “Tell me what you know concerning his habits.” 
 
    Rohan did so, soon exhausting his paltry supply of data. 
 
    While gaining the various pieces of information, the Master gained greater separation from Therduim III, doing so in high stealth mode. The Patrol battleship was near, the vessel much larger and heavier armored than the lurker. The Master used the lurker’s teleoptics, studying the four distant stings, each heading in a different direction. Which sting held Cade? It was difficult to know. Random chance meant his choice would likely prove wrong. Finally, however, the Master made a decision. The lurker accelerated, although not as much as he would have liked. He avoided the battleship, slinking away from Therduim III and heading for the chosen sting. Was it the right one, the one holding Marcus Cade the Ultra? 
 
    It was time to find out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Cade kept to himself aboard the Patrol sting as it raced for the edge of the Therduim System. 
 
    The sting was quite a bit larger than the Descartes had been. The former scout was one of the many vessels that had fled the space station to land with people at the Spaceport. Its Intersplit was still inoperative, however, and thus useless for interstellar travel. 
 
    The sting was cylindrical and possessed wings for atmospheric entry. It had two officers and five enlisted personnel and far more spacious accommodations than the Descartes had per person. The sting even had a small brig. It was primarily a police vessel used for searching ships before they docked or for asteroid use as they checked up on miners. The sting had two 50-mm cannons for offensive use and several small rockets and decoy launchers for antimissile work. Against an unarmed vessel, the sting was dangerous. Anything else would chew it up. 
 
    It had been five days since Cade had boarded the sting. In less than an hour, they should have pulled far enough away from the Therduim star to engage the Intersplit engine and start traveling faster than light. 
 
    A klaxon began to blare. 
 
    Cade was lying on his bunk. He sat up as the klaxon continued its harsh song. He stood, crossed his quarters and opened the hatch, sticking his head into the corridor. 
 
    An ensign was walking by fast. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Missile,” the ensign said, as he hurried elsewhere. 
 
    Cade stepped out of his quarters and headed for the control cabin. He tried the hatch, found it unlocked, and stepped into the tight compartment. It was almost the same size and layout as the Descartes’ control cabin had been. 
 
    The sting commander piloted the vessel. He was a lieutenant, older than most his rank. The other officer had his face shoved against the sensor scope. 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” asked Cade. 
 
    The lieutenant glanced back at him. The man was thin with pockmarked skin and had bony hands. “You’re not supposed to be in the control room.” 
 
    “A missile is heading at us?” 
 
    “Mr. Cade, I’d appreciate it if you let me do my job and go back to your quarters.” 
 
    “The cyborg must have decided he can’t check all of us,” Cade said. “So, he launched a missile at us. I bet you didn’t see where it originated from.” 
 
    The officer at the scope looked up. He was portly, much more rotund than Cade could believe a military man should be. The man was positively fat and had rosy, flushed cheeks. 
 
    “You’re right,” the sensor officer said. “The missile just appeared. We spotted it because of the exhaust plume. There’s no way we’re going to avoid it before leaving the system.” He faced the lieutenant. “If Mr. Cade can help us, let him. I’d rather live than die on principle.” 
 
    “Those weren’t our orders,” the lieutenant said. “You must leave, Mr. Cade. This is a military vessel.” 
 
    Cade marched farther into the room. “Forget about that. I’ve dealt with such a situation before. Let me take a look and help as much as a can.” 
 
    The portly officer stepped away from the sensor scope. 
 
    Cade moved there and peered into the scope. The missile was still accelerating and was fifteen million kilometers away, but it would be here within the hour, meaning before they could turn on the Intersplit engine. 
 
    “That’s it,” the lieutenant said. “I’m placing you under arrest.” 
 
    Cade looked up and saw the lieutenant aiming a needler at him. The man looked nervous, psyching himself up to pull the trigger. 
 
    Cade held up his hands. “No arrest is needed. I’m leaving.” He made no move to do so, however, asking, “How are you going to stop the missile?” 
 
    “That isn’t your concern,” the lieutenant said. “Leave while you can.” 
 
    Cade judged distances, noticed beads of sweat on the lieutenant’s face and realized the man would fire any second. “I’m leaving. Good luck with the missile.” 
 
    This time, Cade headed for the hatch. It galled him to go like this. He didn’t believe the two youngsters could deal with a cyborg missile. If it had come from the lurker, and it must have, it could have a human brain guiding it. Cyborg missiles had all sorts of gimmicks to help them reach target. 
 
    The hatch closed behind him. Did he let the lieutenant deal with the problem? It could be an old lurker missile from the War. Well, one designed by the cyborgs of that time. A human brain likely couldn’t have lasted that long. Still, how did he know the lieutenant could defeat the missile? 
 
    “You don’t,” Cade whispered. 
 
    He scowled. He’d given his word to the Chief Arbiter to listen to the sting commander. But this was about his reaching Raina alive. On the one hand, he had his honor to consider. On the other, his wife’s smiling face—Cade swore quietly, marching to his quarters. He sat on the bunk, his hands clasped together. This was infuriating. He could take his gun, man down the lieutenant— 
 
    There was a click, and the lieutenant’s voice came out of a wall speaker. “We’re about to begin evasive maneuvers. Please take the necessary precautions. I’ll tell you once we’ve successfully evaded the missile. That is all.” The wall unit clicked off. 
 
    Cade threw himself against the bed, found a restraint and snapped it into place. He didn’t have long to wait. The small sting began violent maneuvers. That would never fool a cyborg missile brain. Did one control the missile? 
 
    It must not have, because twenty-eight minutes later, the lieutenant’s voice spoke out of the wall speaker. 
 
    “The missile passed us,” he said. “There, it just detonated. What’s its blast range?” He must have asked the sensor officer. “Good news, people. The missile detonated far enough away that we don’t have to worry about radiation. It looks like we’re in the clear. Yes. We’re turning on the Intersplit Field—now. Next stop is the Vologda System, which should take us seven days to reach.” 
 
    Cade unbuckled the restraint and sat up. The youngsters had done it. The missile must not have had a human brain attached. He chuckled dryly. The young could get things right sometimes. How about that? He chuckled again, realizing he’d successfully retreated from the Therduim System. Now it was time to start planning his next move in earnest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    SEVERAL MONTHS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The secret cyborg chase of Marcus Cade had one other parameter to it, although it did not apply in the Therduim System. The other event was set into motion because of certain knowledge gained through the capture of the arms dealer Tarragon Down. Armed with the extra data torn from Tarragon, the Web-Mind decided upon one other mission. This mission might at first blush have seemed far-afield from Cade, but it set into play a critical element in the coming confrontation that would decide so much in this part of the Orion Arm. 
 
    The event occurred on the planet Durdane II in the city of Garwiy with Roguskhoi Metals. Cade and Halifax had been there a few years ago, dealing with the real Group Six agent, Leona Quillian. 
 
    She was very much alive and presently reading a report at her desk, which was in the Octagon Tower Building. 
 
    Quillian had been to Earth several years ago and had spoken to Director G.T. Titus. He’d given her emphatic instructions. At that time, she was supposed to watch Dr. Halifax and Marcus Cade acting as Jack Brune. If either of them gave the impression they were about to go “off the reservation,” she was supposed to take care of it. She was a cleaner, the best Earth Intelligence possessed. A cleaner took care of special problems: in Quillian’s case that often meant a nail to the back of a head or a rope around a guilty throat. She was thoroughly ruthless and exceedingly good at her job, although she’d failed in Cade’s case. 
 
    The woman behind the desk had short dark hair and darker eyes, wearing a dark business suit and shoes. She was slender like a rapier and enjoyed marvelous dexterity. One of the secrets to her continued survival was clones of herself. She’d found a unique cloning machine years ago on a mission and had kept it for her personal use. She sent such clones on the most dangerous missions, which meant that she survived even if the clones did not. And that meant Leona Quillian had survived far longer than any other Group Six cleaner. 
 
    Perhaps more importantly, as far as the real Leona Quillian knew, Director Titus knew nothing about the clones. Almost no one did. She definitely wanted to keep it that way, too. 
 
    Ms. R. Quillian—the Real Quillian—was on the 12th Floor of the Octagon Tower, her desk situated near a window overlooking the city and the mountains beyond. She was presently reading a missive sent by Director G.T. Titus via mail packet. 
 
    What made spies and assassins so interesting in this case was the breadth of the Concord, the limitations imposed by the Intersplit engine and that no message could travel faster than a ship going from one world to the next. In this case, it meant that Director Titus was referring to the events of five years ago when the L. Quillian clone had died on Helos, Cade had used atomics on Avalon IV and later raided Roguskhoi Metals in Garwiy for funds to pay for his voyage home. 
 
    According to the missive, Quillian’s new instructions concerning Halifax and Cade were twofold. If it proved possible, she was supposed to recapture them, concentrating on Marcus Cade. If she could not capture them, she was supposed to kill them. On no account could she allow Cade to reach Earth. 
 
    Director Titus did not say why, but Quillian had a good idea as to the reason. Group Six denied using Ultras as agents. No one in Earth Government wanted Ultras running around, as they were too dangerous. But there were rumors concerning their use. Director Titus had gone on record as forcefully denying said rumors. He had done so countless times. If an Ultra should show up on Earth then, and explain how he’d been a Group Six agent, it would mean “Bye-bye Director Titus.” 
 
    Quillian smiled wolfishly. G.T. Titus was more ruthless than she was. The man frightened her, and she’d badly failed with Marcus Cade. The Director was too sharp as well. He might wonder how she’d survived the nuking of the Helos space station. If she couldn’t capture or kill Cade as a gift to Group Six, to Director Titus— 
 
    There was a buzzing noise from the intercom on her desk. Annoyed at the interruption, she leaned forward and pressed a button. “Yes?” she asked. 
 
    There was silence from the other end. 
 
    “Is this a prank?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “Y-Y-You’re in your office?” asked an obviously nervous and confused female clerk. 
 
    Quillian almost snapped at the fool. A highly ingrained and honed sixth sense came to her rescue. This was odd, and a strange thing for the clerk to say. Could that mean…? 
 
    “Is someone else with you?” Quillian asked cautiously. 
 
    “Yes,” the clerk said. 
 
    Quillian thought fast. “Can they hear me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can they hear you?” 
 
    “…Yes,” came the delayed answer, as if the clerk had looked to check first. 
 
    “Listen to me closely,” Quillian said. “I want you to only answer yes or no. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Quillian nodded. “Is there a…an impersonator standing there?” 
 
    The clerk breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, yes, that’s exactly—” 
 
    “Just yes or no answers,” Quillian said, interrupting. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Quillian frowned at the intercom. 
 
    “Yes,” the clerk said hurriedly. 
 
    Here was the key question. “Does the impersonator look like me?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “Emphatically yes,” the clerk said, sounding even more relieved. “She—I know, just say yes or—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Quillian hissed. 
 
    There was silence from the other end. 
 
    Quillian was thinking hard and fast. A clone had obviously returned. The clone had also broken ingrained protocol by coming to Roguskhoi Metals. That was a serious breach. What could it mean? 
 
    “Ma’am,” the clerk said. 
 
    “Silence,” Quillian hissed yet again. “I’m coming down. Could you ask the—listen very carefully. You must do exactly as I say. This is another test. You passed the first one. Will you pass the second?” 
 
    “A test?” asked the clerk. 
 
    “Have the impersonator wait in the Quiet Room. Tell her I will be there shortly. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Smile, be polite and have her wait in the Quiet Room. Do that…and the raise I’ve been considering will go to committee for consideration.” 
 
    “Oh,” the clerk said. “I didn’t know I was in for a raise. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” Quillian said, “as you’ve still yet to pass the second test. Begin now.” 
 
    “Yes—” the clerk obviously kept herself from saying more. 
 
    Quillian turned off the intercom and voice-activated the security system. She eyed a clone of herself standing before the clerk at the rotunda. The clone wore bright colors: a blouse, jacket, slacks and shoes. Her hair was up in a spiky style and she wore lots of makeup. Each stylistic choice was a warning sign. Taken together— 
 
    “Mental tampering,” said Quillian to herself. 
 
    She watched the clerk open a gate, step out of the rotunda and escort the clone down a hall toward the Quiet Room. At her desk, Quillian stood, pulled open a drawer and extracted a silenced pistol. It was time to find out just what had gone wrong with her clone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    The real Leona Quillian breathed through her nostrils, eliminating emotions. She stood behind a hidden door, watching the damned clone in the Quiet Room through a two-way mirror. 
 
    The room had eight soft chairs, plenty of magazines and soothing music. The clone sat in a chair, reading a gardening magazine. The choice surprised Quillian. The clone did not seem nervous or in a hurry. 
 
    She’d sent this one on a mission to Helos in the Rigel System, to see what the situation was like years after the space station had exploded. Quillian touched the fingers of her left hand. That would be four years ago now. The original clone sent to Helos to watch Cade and Halifax had died. The real Quillian still did not know how. 
 
    Each clone had a deeply ingrained psychological inhibition against killing the real deal, herself. Could the bright clothes, spiky hair and excessive makeup be a disguise? 
 
    Behind the hidden door, Quillian shook her head. She did not believe that. Her senses were alert and screaming at her to beware the clone. Quillian trusted her senses and was already highly suspicious of unusual things. This was wrong, off— 
 
    Quillian made her decision. She drew the silenced pistol, opened the door and stepped through. 
 
    The clone’s head jerked up as she lowered the magazine. Quillian noted that both hands were holding it. She would have shot the clone otherwise. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Quillian said. 
 
    “What is this?” the clone asked. “Why are you pointing a gun at me?” 
 
    “You should know.” 
 
    The clone shrugged. “A precaution, I suppose. Do I make you nervous?” 
 
    “Answer your own question.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that I do. Why?” 
 
    “You should be able to answer that too,” Quillian said. 
 
    The clone set the opened magazine onto her lap, releasing it. 
 
    “Keep your hands where I can see them,” Quillian warned. 
 
    “Sure, fine, no problem,” the clone said, placing her opened hands on top of the magazine. 
 
    “Now answer the question.” 
 
    “You mean mine?” the clone asked. 
 
    Quillian wasn’t stupid. Neither were her clones. She waited, appearing calm, with the suppressed pistol aimed directly at the clone’s center mass. 
 
    The clone shook her head. “I don’t know why you’re nervous.” 
 
    “Protocol,” Quillian snapped, realizing she was nervous, very nervous. 
 
    The clone frowned. “What protocol?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    The clone stared at the pistol, studying it, finally looking up at Quillian. “Do you plan to kill me?” 
 
    “I want to know why you’ve breached protocol.” 
 
    “If I knew what you were talking about, it would make more sense.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to appear at Roguskhoi Metals, ever.” 
 
    “Oh,” the clone said, appearing genuinely surprised. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Quillian gave a quick twitch of her head. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    The clone raised her hands, turning them palm-upward as a sort of shrug. “Sorry, I’m not lying.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you,” Quillian said. 
 
    “Then why keep aiming that gun at me? It’s making me nervous.” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    The clone scrunched her face and finally shook her head. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Quillian sighed. “Someone tampered with your mind. Think carefully. Do you remember escaping from anyone?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Do you recall what you saw on Helos?” 
 
    “I do. They’re rebuilding since the dreadful nuclear explosion on the space station.” 
 
    “What about the secret tech company?” Quillian asked. “Were you any closer to finding their identity?” 
 
    The clone stared at Quillian as the smile drained away. She—the clone—touched her forehead. “Tech company, yes, I do remember something about it. It—” She looked up. “Why does my forehead hurt?” 
 
    Quillian’s head twitched again. She had no idea. Then she did have an idea, a horrible and ugly one. It made grim sense, and that meant she needed to kill the clone. 
 
    It would seem that Quillian gave herself away. How the clone knew this was impossible to say. One moment the clone sat on the chair with the magazine on her lap. The next, the magazine went flying and the clone was coming at Quillian. The clone moved with startling speed, indicating heightened reflexes, perhaps due to drugs. The way the clone held her hands, her fingers stiffened, indicated the fingernails were deadly. If the clone had started closer and if Quillian hadn’t already been on a hair trigger with suspicions, the sudden attack might have worked. 
 
    The suppressed pistol with the heavy and extended front coughed three times. Each time it coughed, the barrel rose. Each time, Quillian expertly realigned and shot again. They were well-placed shots, the slugs entering center-mass, chest. The 9-mm bullets were slower than usual so they would make less noise. And that meant their mass and velocity were not enough to knock down the charging clone. 
 
    Quillian was the best, but so was the clone. The clone screamed and slashed with her fingers. Quillian was already ducking and dodging to the left. The fingernails missed by less than five centimeters. It was enough, though. From the side and at slightly more than kissing range, Quillian pumped five more shots into the clone. 
 
    That did it. Maybe one of the bullets reached the thing’s heart. The clone staggered to the side, spit blood—a good sign from Quillian’s point of view—and toppled to the side. The brightly dressed clone writhed on the tiles, groaning, spitting more blood. 
 
    Quillian had already popped out the ammo-mag, slamming home another and aimed at the dying clone. From a distance, she asked, “What did they do to you?” 
 
    The clone managed to turn her head. There was blood on her lips and chin. “I…I don’t know why I did that.” The clone groaned as it tried to rise. 
 
    Quillian did not step back, but she switched targeting to the clone’s head. Quillian’s eyes widened in understanding, and she got it, or she was pretty damned sure, in any case. 
 
    “The tech-company androids captured you, didn’t they?” Quillian asked. 
 
    Something happened behind the clone’s eyes. She tried to speak, and then she died, all the air simply leaving her, as she seemed to deflate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Quiet Room had heavy shielding, meaning no one heard the suppressed gunfire. That was good as far as the clerk was concerned. She was a Durdane II native and really believed that she worked for Roguskhoi Metals. Genuine belief had a way of convincing some people. Because the clerk didn’t hear the gunfire, it meant she could go on living—and she did get the raise. But that was later. 
 
    Quillian didn’t bother cleaning up the mess. She had the techs do that. Other techs took the dead clone to an operating theater. There, the surgeon performed an autopsy to determine the means of turning the clone to the other side. In Group Six parlance, that was anyone else but for Earth Intelligence. 
 
    Quillian remained in the theater, giving the surgeon instructions when he moved too quickly. She forced him to probe the exposed brain centimeter by centimeter. 
 
    “This is odd,” the surgeon said later from behind his mask. 
 
    Quillian stepped to the table, peering down at a glittering object in the bloody brain. It was a cyborg obedience chip, a tiny thing. She’d seen one before back on Earth, the one in Marcus Cade’s brain. 
 
    Quillian’s eyes tightened as facts correlated in her mind. Someone had put this in the clone’s brain. Likely, it was a member of the secret tech company that had sent Rohan Mars, an android, to Jack Brune. That had been years ago now. Group Six on Earth also used such chips. They were extremely rare, and offensive to almost everyone. Director Titus would appreciate acquiring one. He used them on the revived Ultras. But there was something else. If she could capture Marcus Cade— 
 
    Behind her surgical mask, Quillian smiled. If she could capture Cade and bring him back to Earth, she could do so while handing the Director this brain chip. Director Titus could use the chip on Cade, reinstating him into the service. 
 
    That would go a long way to cleaning up her original failure. 
 
    Quillian rubbed her hands together. This was the means to a reprieve for herself. Now, she had figure out where Cade and Halifax had gone. Using the vast resources of Group Six out here in the Concord… 
 
    Quillian smiled like the proverbial wolf. It was time to hunt the most dangerous game. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    THE PRESENT 
 
      
 
    Cade kept his word to Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld of Quartz Sector. He did not hijack the sting but departed it at Vologda V. Dragonfeld kept her word to him. No Patrol officials were waiting to take him or Halifax into custody. 
 
    “I consider our freedom a minor miracle against the depressing regularity of human deceit,” Halifax said. 
 
    The two of them ate dinner at the Tangelo Lobster House on the crowded C Level of the Hyperion Blue Space Habitat. It was a huge structure with a vast torus, the space station of Therduim III easily able to fit into one of the gigantic hangar bays. Hyperion Blue orbited the gas giant of Vologda V, a Jovian world rich in deuterium and other balloon-mined substances. 
 
    Halifax ate lobster and crab legs and drank sparingly of an expensive white wine. Cade devoured steak, lobster and bacon-wrapped scampi, washing it all down with one glass of beer after another. 
 
    The restaurant’s lighting was low, and from an alcove, musicians played a soothing piece. Many couples ate dinner together, all of them well dressed and well mannered. Cade stuck out because of his utilitarian space garb. Perhaps some diners believed Halifax a kind boss taking his bodyguard out to eat. 
 
    Halifax wiped his lips with a napkin, belching softly into it. He smiled as he set the napkin on the table. “We’re free of the Patrol, free of the sneaky cyborgs and have evaded any waiting agents of the secret tech company. I’m almost afraid to ask, but what’s next on the agenda?” 
 
    Cade popped another tasty morsel into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. He suspected the doctor was being pleasant because the man had watched him place the entirety of their money, the credit notes, into a briefcase. It was a tidy sum, given him by Dragonfeld as a going-away present. 
 
    “You’ve helped me here,” Dragonfeld had told Cade. “Now, I want to make sure you make it to Earth. Give ’em hell, Cade.” 
 
    He’d nodded, planning to do just that. Now, he couldn’t remember how Halifax had found out about the Chief Arbiter’s generosity, but the man had. It had considerably changed the doctor’s demeanor. 
 
    Halifax nodded in appreciation as the waiter arrived and took his empty plate. He picked up the wine bottle, pouring more into his glass. Swirling it, studying the clear liquid, Halifax smiled at Cade and took a sip. “We’re three hundred and eighty-two light-years from Earth. That’s still quite a journey. Do we take a starliner the rest of the way?” 
 
    Cade shoved his empty plate to the side. He was feeling good, feeling light-headed from the copious amount he’d drunk. The food on the sting had kept him operative, but it had been less than appetizing. The meal here had been sumptuous and filling. 
 
    A waiter passed, picking up the plate. 
 
    “Well, Cade. What do you think, eh?” 
 
    “About what?” Cade asked. 
 
    “The trip to Earth: how do you propose we go the rest of the way?” 
 
    “You’re joining me?” 
 
    Halifax wiped his lips again with the napkin. “That’s an interesting point, now that you bring it up. Are you sure you want me to tag along?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Halifax frowned for just a moment, chuckling afterward. “No, you aren’t sure, or no, you don’t want me to join you?” 
 
    “Why would you want to come?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t. In that case, should we split the money and go our separate ways?” 
 
    “How much do you feel I owe you?” 
 
    “Cade,” Halifax said with a laugh. “We’ve been partners so far. Fifty-fifty sounds equitable to me.” 
 
    “You want half even after you turned on me?” 
 
    “Come now, we’re not going to keep score, are we? I have many complaints against you, but I’m not holding a grudge.” 
 
    “What complaints?” Cade asked. 
 
    “Well, you did run out on me when we left the shuttle. My skin still feels prickly under a hot lamp. If I walked under an open star, I’d likely faint from the pain.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you healed as quickly as you have.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Halifax said. “But that’s beside the point. How do we proceed from here?” 
 
    Cade nodded. “Perhaps if you told me what to expect on Earth, I’d feel obliged to split the money with you. After all, the Chief Arbiter gave it to me with the purpose that I cause Director Titus grief.” 
 
    Halifax looked around before leaning toward Cade and dropping his voice. “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that. It’s not wise. Group Six will become more powerful the closer we approach Earth. You’re a suspicious-looking man as it is. Eavesdroppers might decide to listen in on you on general principle. A wrong word could have fearful consequences.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re talking now. What can I expect on Earth?” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his chin. “You do remember that I’m a Group Six case officer. I can’t just give away trade secrets.” 
 
    “You were a case officer.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what I told Drang.” 
 
    “It’s not true then?” 
 
    “Not technically,” Halifax said. “I mean,” he said quickly. “Director Titus won’t view it that way. To him: once a Group Six officer, always a Group Six officer.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Well, ah, Director Titus has odd notions concerning loyalty. If a man tries to leave the service and a cleaner catches him, he can expect a coffin-ride into a roaring furnace.” 
 
    Cade stared at Halifax. 
 
    The doctor grinned feebly. “It’s time for me to…well, to run far away into the stellar night.” 
 
    “In other words, you have no plans of accompanying me to Earth.” 
 
    “Cade, how can I? I don’t want to die, certainly not to be burned to death in a fire while trapped in a coffin on a conveyer belt.” 
 
    Cade had suspected as much. Maybe the drink helped to keep him chill. Part of him could have slapped the trickster until he broke many facial bones. Instead, he decided to grill the doctor. “Where does Group Six keep the frozen Ultras?’ 
 
    Halifax shook his head. 
 
    Cade frowned. “You’re refusing to tell me?” 
 
    “No, no. I don’t know. That’s all.” 
 
    “How do you think I should proceed once I reach Earth?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue. Look. Don’t you understand? You’re talking about Earth, about Director Titus. He’s like nothing you’ve faced so far.” Halifax tried to smile. “Talking about him like this is bringing back memories. Cade, the man’s a monster. To cross the Director—it would mean my life.” 
 
    Cade didn’t think Halifax was pretending this time. So, what should he do? Should he split the money and say good-bye? What would Halifax do then? Cade did not snort, but he felt like it. The good doctor, the good spymaster would likely search out the nearest Group Six agents and spill his guts, seeing if he could win more money for himself by turning Cade in. 
 
    And now that Cade considered the future, how was he supposed to storm Earth, grab Director Titus and force the man to free his wife and fellow soldiers? Even if he did free them, would Group Six allow them to leave Earth? Not without a fight, he suspected. 
 
    Think like a spymaster. 
 
    If he wanted Raina and the others, he’d be better served to trade them to Titus for something. What would the Director of Group Six want? The man wanted to strengthen Earth vis-à-vis the Concord. What could he give Titus to help in this area? 
 
    Cade shook his head. He didn’t know. What had he gained so far? Knowledge about the hidden tech company and lurker, which likely meant resurgent cyborgs. Titus used former cyborg equipment like obedience chips, shoving them into Ultra brains to make them slaves. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “Shut up for a minute,” Cade said. “Let me think.” 
 
    That might have been the wine talking, but he was onto something and didn’t want to let it go. Titus was a monster. That sounded about right. Why would he want to trade anything to a monster that used cyborg obedience chips like the enemy? 
 
    Cade chewed on his lower lip. No. Maybe the thing to do was to bring a one-man war upon Group Six, against Director Titus. This would be a secret war waged on Old Earth. Halifax wasn’t from Earth, but the man had been there. In truth, if Halifax came, he’d probably be a liability to him, not an asset. 
 
    Cade finally snorted. How could he, an Ultra, bigger and stronger than regular humans, move around on Earth like a spy? He would surely stick out. 
 
    “Are you drunk?” Halifax asked. “You’re just sitting there, staring at nothing.” 
 
    Cade blinked himself out of his reverie. He looked around, noticing a waiter noticing him. This wasn’t the place to strategize. 
 
    Cade glanced back at the waiter. Why would the man have done that? Did the waiter want this table for someone else? Or had Cade given himself away in some manner? 
 
    “I thought an Ultra would know how to handle his wine,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade focused on the doctor. The little man was his sole asset regarding Earth, meaning Halifax knew more about Earth and Director Titus than anyone else in his vicinity. 
 
    I’m at war with Group Six, and I’ve been acting as if I’m on vacation. This isn’t the kind of war I’m used to, but it’s the one I’m in. Therefore, it’s time to learn—my teacher is right there. 
 
    “Okay,” Halifax said. “Now what have I done? Why are you giving me the stink eye?” 
 
    “Let’s pay the bill and leave,” Cade said. 
 
    “And go where?” 
 
    “We need to rent a room.” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. “Let’s split the money and go our separate ways. That would be easiest.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade said. “We’ll do that tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why tomorrow? Why not now?” 
 
    “So I can think.” Cade yawned. “I drank too much as you said and need to sleep it off before I can think clearly.” 
 
    Halifax eyed him. “Fine, fine. Tomorrow then.” He signaled their waiter and indicated they needed the check. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Cade told Halifax the next morning. 
 
    They were in Cade’s hotel room, which was part of C Level on the Hyperion Blue Space Habitat. Each sat in a chair across a small hotel-room table from the other. Cade spread out his CUCNs on the table and observed the glitter of avarice in the doctor’s eyes. It was a tidy sum indeed, a surprising amount. 
 
    “Well,” Halifax said, reaching out— 
 
    Cade swept the notes from the table, rolling them into two masses and stuffing them into his jacket pockets. 
 
    Halifax looked up in annoyance. “I thought we were going to split the money.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Oh.” Halifax tried hard to hide his obvious surprise. 
 
    “After you give me my money’s worth,” Cade said. 
 
    “What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You have knowledge I need. I’m willing to pay for it.” 
 
    “No, no, you owe me, Cade. My spaceship was stolen from me in the Therduim System. Think how much I lost because of that.” 
 
    “Do you mean the Therduim System where you sold me out?” 
 
    “Ah. That’s past history. We’re not going to bring that up anymore, remember?” 
 
    “If I’m going to forget about your treachery, you’d best forget about getting anything from me to compensate you for your loss of the Descartes.” 
 
    “That’s a crappy attitude. But…” Halifax eyed Cade. “I can see you’re not going to change your mind. Fine. If you don’t want to split the money now…when do you plan to split it?” 
 
    “Next stop.” 
 
    Halifax frowned. “Next stop where?” 
 
    “The next star system.” 
 
    Halifax blinked in surprise. “Why there specifically?” 
 
    “Because during the next leg of the journey, you’re going to tell me everything you can about Earth, Group Six and Director Titus.” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his jaw. 
 
    Cade stood and went to the bed, where he picked up a gun, putting it into a shoulder rig under his jacket. Halifax noticed, and Cade noticed that Halifax did. 
 
    “You know, Cade, I have a bad premonition about this place.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cade asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid we might have been spotted coming off the sting.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely.” 
 
    “Even so, I wouldn’t be surprised if, ah…a snatch team showed up and tried to kidnap us.” 
 
    “Us or me?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Maybe you,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Why?” Cade asked in a reasonable tone. “Because you contacted the local Group Six agents and told them about me?” 
 
    Halifax spread his hands. “Look. I thought you were going to cheat me, just take the money and run.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You thought I was going to split it with you. Then, we’d go our separate ways, and you’d gain Director Titus’s good will by having sold me out. Now, though, you’re worried you won’t get your cut, because the station head here will keep the money after they kidnap me.” 
 
    “Now, Cade, don’t get angry—” 
 
    Halifax choked back his words because the barrel of Cade’s gun was sticking in his mouth. The Ultra had moved with fantastic speed and grace, although Halifax was having a hard time appreciating either. 
 
    Cade used his free hand to hold the doctor’s head in place. Now he knew why the waiter had been watching him. A Group Six agent must have paid the man to observe. Halifax must have contacted the others a second time last night. That likely meant Halifax had been planning this ever since they left the Therduim System. That meant he could never trust the doctor to help him against Titus, as this was the second time Halifax had attempted to screw him. 
 
    What, then, could he trust Halifax to do? 
 
    Halifax made “Um, um,” noises. 
 
    “Shut up,” Cade said. “That means keep sucking on the barrel. I don’t need it to kill you, but it feels good thinking about your head exploding.” 
 
    Halifax’s eyes widened considerably. 
 
    In disgust, Cade removed the gun, wiping the spit from the barrel on the covers of the bed. He holstered the gun and stared at a pale-faced Halifax. 
 
    The doctor used fingers to test one of his teeth and then another. “One of them is loose,” he complained. “Okay, I get it,” he said fast, obviously seeing Cade scowl. “I did a bad thing. You’re mad. I really do understand.” 
 
    “I should kill you already.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe, but you won’t get anything from that but a little satisfaction. Think about Raina before you off me.” 
 
    Cade’s scowl intensified. 
 
    “What did I say? Oh, I spoke your precious wife’s name. Is that it? I’m not dignified to say her name?” 
 
    Cade grunted an angry affirmative. 
 
    Halifax’s shoulders slumped as he stared at the hotel-room table. He kept staring. Maybe that helped the wheels turn in his sly brain. Suddenly, he looked up. 
 
    Cade had been waiting for that. The gun-in-the-mouth move had been an act, as had his savage scowling. He wanted to convince the doctor to use his talents for him instead of against him. The only way to do that was to make the man believe his life was on the line. 
 
    “I’ve been doing some soul searching just now,” Halifax began. “I did a lot of thinking during the journey here as well. I slept a lot, took extra treatments and stared up at the ceiling. It began to dawn on me. Maybe it did to you too.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The fact that the Descartes’ Intersplit engine went ka-blitz when it did. Think about it. Someone tampered with our Intersplit engine the last time we had it overhauled, and the engine died so we had to repair it in order to limp to the nearest star system, the Therduim System. What did the Therduim System hold? Diggers and mutants, but more importantly uncovered cyborg artifacts. The secret tech company had a game going to snatch those artifacts. Did the lurker stumble onto that, or was it part of a bigger plan?” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “There’s a lot here,” Halifax said. “But my point is someone messed with our Intersplit engine before any of that. Now, how did that someone manage to be in a right spot at the right time to help the cyborgs in the lurker against us make sure we ended up in the Therduim System?” 
 
    Cade thought about it. “That should be impossible.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But it happened,” Cade said. 
 
    “You’re right on the money again,” Halifax said. “It happened. That means someone expected us to be there. I mean in the system where we had the engine overhauled and obviously tampered with.” 
 
    Cade frowned. “How could the cyborgs have done that?” 
 
    “Ah…” Halifax said, holding up an index finger. “Now, you’re seeing it. The most logical explanation is that someone tracked us to our former stops. They found evidence of our being at a place and kept looking for others. I mean, they must have found out we stopped at Durdane II and later Sestos V and later still at the Amklana space station and Trinor and the other places. Eventually, they might have deduced where we would go next from analyzing our former behavior and get to the next stop ahead of us.” 
 
    “But they could only do that if they knew I was heading straight for Earth.” 
 
    “Correct,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Could cyborgs analyze our stopping points so accurately?” 
 
    “The probability seems low,” Halifax said. “Either they got lucky, or they had more agents in play and spread an even wider net than I realize.” 
 
    “So what’s your point?” 
 
    “By leaving the Therduim System as we did, we shook the lurker,” Halifax said. “Does that mean the cyborgs will give up on us? What do you think?” 
 
    “Given their past behavior, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Halifax clapped his hands together. “There you have it. We now know what the cyborgs are going to do. They’re going to send agents to various places and see where we landed and then attempt to guess where we’re going to go after that.” 
 
    Cade saw it then. “The cyborg agents will do this in order to develop a new picture of where we’re going to be so they can grab us.” 
 
    “Yes. So, for instance, if you board a starliner that heads straight to Earth, we can guarantee that the lurker captain will learn of this and then act like a starmenter and stop and board the starliner at its next scheduled and known destination, even if that’s the edge of the Solar System.” 
 
    Cade stared at Halifax, at the sly case officer who yet worked for Group Six. Maybe he understood why Director Titus had continued to use the conniving Canidae Vulpes. Halifax was slippery, but he was damn smart. 
 
    Cade sat at the table. 
 
    Halifax did too. “You’re impressed, huh? Maybe you can pay me my half for the analytical work I just did for you, and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Cade looked up. 
 
    “After, of course, I call off the Group Six attacks dogs here.” 
 
    Cade kept staring at Halifax. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    Cade did not speak because a plan, a wonderful, devious and audacious plan sprang full-blown into his mind. It was his Athena springing like an adult from the mind of Zeus. In that moment, he was sure he knew how to achieve everything he desired. It was going to take nerve, skill and plenty of luck to pull this off. But if he did— 
 
    “Cade?”  
 
    Cade blinked several times, noticing Halifax studying him with his head tilted to one side. 
 
    “What it is?” Cade asked. 
 
    “You blanked out,” Halifax said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Cade smiled. It was a chilling and predatory thing. “You’re going to earn your half of the money, Doctor. No. Scratch that. If this works, I’ll give you all the money. Are you interested?” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Halifax asked suspiciously. 
 
    “First, we’re going to trick the local Group Six.” 
 
    Halifax groaned. “No, Cade, I can’t help you do that. I’m done hurting the Director’s people.” 
 
    “Fine,” Cade said with a shrug. “Then I’m going to kill you.” He stood, drawing his knife from a boot top.” 
 
    “On second thought,” Halifax said, as he leaned back. “I’m in it deep already. Why not finish it and get out with all the loot, vanishing to faraway regions afterward.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Cade said, as he sheathed the blade. He went to a side-stand, took a hotel notepad and pen, and went and sat at the hotel table. “Let’s figure out how we’re going to achieve the first step.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    As Cade watched, Halifax made a call, speaking in an urgent voice to the person on the other end. Halifax spoke fast and persuasively, and his reasoning was meticulous. 
 
    “Yes, yes. That’s right,” Halifax said into the receiver. “He’s suspicious, but this will lull him. The idiot has been holding back for months. Last night—the ogre wants to party, get drunker than snot and bang as many whores as he’s able. He thinks he’s a damn superman and figures an orgy is the way to prove it.” 
 
    Halifax listened. 
 
    Cade could hear evil laughter coming out of the phone. 
 
    “That’s right,” Halifax said with glee. “The Slutty Nymph. Where is it? Yeah, I got that. It sounds like the perfect place. And if there’s any screaming, no one should notice. Right, right. I’ll do exactly that. Tonight, on D Level. Until then.” 
 
    Halifax hung up, facing Cade. “It’s all set.” 
 
    Cade scanned the hotel room, seeing if there anything he was missing. He’d packed everything. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Uh, Cade,” Halifax said, hanging back. 
 
    Cade stopped, staring at the man. 
 
    “This is the last time we should do something like this,” Halifax said. 
 
    “You were going to say something else.” 
 
    “I was,” Halifax admitted. “But I don’t think you’d care. Are you sure this is wise?” 
 
    “As you said, Director Titus is a hard man.” 
 
    “How will this help us with him?” 
 
    “You’ll find out,” Cade said. 
 
    “Maybe you could tell me a little more. I’m not seeing what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Cade smiled grimly. It was a good thing Halifax didn’t see it because he knew the man would balk if he knew where this would take them. Halifax liked sly plans, but he didn’t like any hint of danger to himself. Cade’s plan ultimately entailed horrific danger, perhaps the worst either of them had faced so far. Well, entering the Digger tunnel had been up there. Cade still couldn’t believe he’d agreed to it at the time. 
 
    “You okay, Cade? You seem—” Halifax shivered with fright. 
 
    “I’m motivated. Do you understand motivated, Doctor?” 
 
    “We don’t have a ship to run to this time after we shoot up the place.” 
 
    “But we do.” 
 
    Halifax frowned. “Cade,” he said in a whiny voice. “I’d wish you’d tell me more.” 
 
    Cade motioned with his head. “Let’s go. It’s time. Dithering isn’t going to win us the ball. Now, we blitz the opposition.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Group Six headquarters on Hyperion Blue was near the D Level hangar bay. It was the “industrial” area of the space habitat, where many manual laborers did the grunt work assembling delicate machinery: work too fine for robot hands. 
 
    There were four shifts so the various assembly areas were always in operation. That meant constant flows of pedestrians with various color cops checking cards for the correct shift workers. There were bars to cater to the thirsty, eateries for the hungry and various entertainments for the bored or those too high-strung to just go home. 
 
    The Group Six building fronted as a bar and casino. The rooms in back contained the offices, the torture center and the high-tech operations. 
 
    “They know what we look like,” Halifax complained. “These disguises won’t work.” 
 
    The doctor wore a long blond wig with a hat. Cade had purchased extra padding and a heavy coat, giving him an obese look. He waddled to add to the image and wore thick black glasses, squinting at things as if he could barely see. 
 
    “They’re not dumb,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Keep your voice down.” 
 
    “I don’t know about this, Cade.” 
 
    Cade glanced at his fellow conspirator. “Use my name again and I’ll break your neck,” he whispered. 
 
    Halifax stopped outside the front door of the casino, speaking softly. “What if I just started shouting?” 
 
    “I’ll kill you and do this on my own.” 
 
    “Pull out your cannon and just start firing, huh?” 
 
    “No. First, I’ll break your neck.” Cade held out his hands, the thick fingers twitching. “You’ll feel it for a time, whimpering and realizing you’re dying as you’re lying on the sidewalk, paralyzed.” 
 
    Halifax shuddered. “I don’t have the nerve for this anymore. I keep thinking about…” 
 
    Cade squinted at Halifax with deadly promise. 
 
    “About him,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your old boss. Ultimately, my plan will make him happy.” 
 
    Halifax tilted his head to look up at Cade. “How could that be?” 
 
    “It just is,” Cade said, pushing the doctor toward the door. “It’s show time. No more stalling.” 
 
    Halifax quit arguing as he reached for the door handle. 
 
    Cade followed, and the two entered the casino, going to the slot machines near the back. Cade fed a credit note into a bank machine that poured colored tokens out at the bottom. Each took half and went to a chosen slot machine, feeding it tokens and pressing the play button, watching the machine bleep and blink as it spun and “laid out” digital cards. 
 
    Over the span of thirty minutes, Halifax won fifteen hundred CUCNs in colored tokens, while Cade lost more than twice that amount. 
 
    “Get ready,” Cade whispered. 
 
    A tall, self-absorbed man headed for a back door that no one had used so far. From previous intelligence, Halifax had “marked” the door as leading to the interior G6 offices. Surprisingly, the door lacked a human guard. 
 
    The tall man heading there didn’t bother glancing around. He was definitely preoccupied. He pulled out a card, slid it through a slot and opened the door. He didn’t turn around to check, but headed into the hall. 
 
    Cade had moved silently and quickly from his slot machine. He grabbed the door before it closed, sliding through. Halifax was behind Cade and let the door close. Cade increased his pace, raised his gun and struck the back of the man’s head with the butt. The agent collapsed but did not hit the carpeted floor, as Cade caught him and gently set the man down. 
 
    “You killed him,” Halifax whispered in horror. 
 
    It might have been true, Cade didn’t know. He hadn’t intended to kill the man. Maybe he’d struck too hard because he was wound up. He wanted to check the man’s pulse. But what difference would it make now? If the man were dead, checking the pulse wouldn’t bring him back to life. If the man were alive, Cade would have wasted time. 
 
    So, Cade reached back and grabbed Halifax, swinging him to the front and propelling him down the corridor. Halifax caught his balance and began to trot, reaching the last door in the hall, pushing it open. 
 
    Inside, two uniformed men sat at consoles. They weren’t watching their screens, but debating each other in a prissy way. They must have noticed the opening door, turned around—they blanched as Cade aimed his gun at them. 
 
    The nearer operator regained his nerve first. “If you’re from—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Cade said. 
 
    “No,” the nearer operator said. “If you think you can—” 
 
    Cade rushed him, using the butt of the gun against the speaker’s face, sending the man flying backward, unconscious or dead on the floor. 
 
    “You want to say something?” Cade asked, as he shoved the barrel of the gun in the other man’s face. 
 
    The man shook his head as he went white. 
 
    “Good,” Cade said. “Now listen, and maybe you’ll get to go home in one piece when your shift is over.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
    An hour later, after shedding the extra padding and heavy coat, Cade wore worker’s garb as he pushed an anti-grav sled down a utility corridor. Halifax walked to the side, using a stylus to tap a computer slate. He looked up. 
 
    “Is it set?” asked Cade. 
 
    “It is. I still don’t think it’s a good idea, though. What if they die because of this?” 
 
    “Then they die.” 
 
    “If the Director ever learns about that—” 
 
    “The Director won’t care even if he does learn,” Cade said, cutting in. “He’ll be too happy with the results I’m bringing him.” 
 
    “You’re spouting words. That doesn’t make it so.” 
 
    Cade didn’t bother to reply again. Halifax was clearly terrified. 
 
    On the anti-grav sled were two huge coffin-sized cryogenic units, one on top of the other. Each of the cyro units contained a man taken from the Group Six headquarters. One of the two was big like Cade, although more fat than muscle. The other resembled Halifax to a degree. On the manifest that the doctor had just signed, these two were officially named as Marcus Cade and Dr. Halifax. They were bound for a tramp hauler on its way to the 16 Cygni System, a system a mere 69 light-years from Earth. 
 
    The cyro units would enter tramp-hauler cargo and the two men arrive there in deep hibernation. 
 
    The point of this was the tramp-hauler’s manifest list. If cyborg agents such as Rohan Mars came here and gained hold of the list, they would know, or seemingly know, that Cade and Halifax were on their way to the 16 Cygni System. 
 
    Halifax had complained about using cyro units. People often died during extended trips while in deep hibernation. And why would the cyborgs believe these two were Cade and Halifax? Furthermore, why would the cyborgs think Cade and Halifax would take such a risk? 
 
    “Because maybe we’re desperate enough to believe we could sneak there like that,” Cade had said. 
 
    “Dubious logic at best.” 
 
    “Perhaps not to a cyborg Master intent on capturing me.” 
 
    Despite Halifax’s misgivings the plan had proceeded. The two of them continued down the utility corridor with their cargo. 
 
    There was one other thing, something Halifax didn’t know yet. In order to keep Group Six busy and to forestall any attempts at thwarting them, Cade had sent an anonymous call to the local Patrol station on Hyperion Blue. He’d reported suspicious espionage activity in the rear rooms of the D Level casino. It was possible Patrol people were already raiding the G6 station and the Cade-given home locations of the various agents. Cade had learned their addresses from the conscious and fully cooperative operator. 
 
    Thus, despite the brazen nature of the mission, everything was proceeding on schedule. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After parking the unloaded anti-grav sled and ditching their paltry disguises, Cade and Halifax drank a beer each at a bar with the stools facing the street. 
 
    Between sips, Cade told Halifax about the anonymous call. 
 
    The doctor stared at him in horror. “You’ve ruined Group Six here.” 
 
    “Yes. I’d imagine so.” 
 
    “Cade—” 
 
    Cade scowled at the doctor. 
 
    Halifax stared at his beer bottle, put it to his lips and guzzled the rest. 
 
    The bartender slid up. “Another?” 
 
    Halifax nodded glumly. 
 
    A moment later, the bartender put a second opened bottle before the small man. Halifax picked it up and began to sip. He shook his head, looking up at Cade. “How…?” He didn’t finish the question. 
 
    “Relax,” Cade said. “We’re leaving soon.” 
 
    “Yeah? Where are we headed next?” 
 
    “The Sixteen Cygni System.” 
 
    “But…” Halifax was frowning. “Why there?” 
 
    Cade sipped his beer. This could work. It was a crazy plan, but it really could work. This part had gone so smoothly, too. It was a good omen. 
 
    “Ca—” This time Halifax stopped himself from saying the soldier’s name. “I don’t get it. What are we trying to do?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax stared at him as desperation began to creep into his eyes. He started trembling and then guzzling the beer. 
 
    That wasn’t a good sign. “I told you to relax,” Cade said. 
 
    “How can I?” Halifax said. “I’m terrified. I have no idea what you’re thinking, and you’re becoming reckless.” He guzzled the rest of the beer and set down the bottle as he gasped. 
 
    The bartender slid up again. “Need another?” 
 
    “No,” Cade said. “He doesn’t.” 
 
    The bartender stared at Halifax, who said nothing, shrugged, picked up the empty and walked down the counter with it. 
 
    “Actually, I do want another,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade ignored the comment. “Did you happen to notice that I placed our two imposters on a slow tramp hauler?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “I did,” Cade said. “We’re taking a fast starliner to Sixteen Cygni.” 
 
    Furrow lines appeared on Halifax’s forehead. 
 
    “That means we’re getting there ahead of our imposter selves,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax shook his head. 
 
    “Who do you think is going to try to kidnap the imposters at Sixteen Cygni?” Cade asked. 
 
    Understanding must have struck Halifax. He moaned as his skin turned a strange shade. “What…what are you thinking? You’re going to take on the cyborgs?” 
 
    “I’m going to capture Rohan Mars or those like him trying to kidnap our imposters.” 
 
    “But…that doesn’t make sense. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “In order to give the Director a gift,” Cade said. 
 
    “You’re going to give the Director Rohan Mars?” 
 
    Cade just smiled, sipping his beer and studying the doctor. 
 
    “The Director won’t give you your wife back if you try to trade him Rohan Mars.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Cade said. 
 
    “Then I don’t get it. Your plan doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Trust me, it does.” 
 
    Halifax stared at Cade as hopelessness crept upon him. 
 
    “Look,” Cade said. “Help me trap Rohan Mars. After that, you can leave and go your merry way.” 
 
    “With all the credits?” asked Halifax. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You swear this?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Halifax frowned, breathed deeply and exhaled. “Sure, why not, I guess? I want to get off Hyperion Blue. You’re really going to hand over the money to me at Sixteen Cygni?” 
 
    “Once I have my prize,” Cade said cryptically. 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    Cade set the bottle on the bar. “Now’s as good a time as any. Let’s go” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Sixteen Cygni was a triple-star system. The A and B stars were yellow dwarfs like the sun, each of them orbiting the other at 73 AUs. The last was a red dwarf much farther out at 860 AUs. There was a planet with an eccentric orbit around 16 Cygni B. The planet was rich in metals and housed vast mining consortiums. That meant giant space habitats orbited Metal World, as the locals had named it. 
 
    A few of the habs refined the ores, shipping the proceeds to nearby worlds. The 16 Cygni System was something of a shipping hub. It possessed a Patrol presence along with several consortium warships adding their weight to the system defenses. 
 
    The fast Orleans starliner shutting down its Intersplit Field at the edge of the system was a normal occurrence. There were Patrol ships—one cruiser and two destroyers—on call. They made a routine inquiry and gave the liner the all-clear. A large passenger shuttle left the starliner as another from Metal World worked its way toward it. 
 
    Cade and Halifax rode the shuttle for Metal World, its formal name Saint Louis Planet. They were headed for Louisville, the name of the most prominent space habitat orbiting the planet. 
 
    The trip took six days as they enjoyed the last of the Orleans luxury mode of travel. Cade had chosen it as the Orleans starliners were noted as being among the fastest in the Concord. 
 
    It had proven an uneventful trip from Blue Hyperion, although Dr. Halifax had grown increasingly nervous the closer they approached Earth. The homeworld was a mere 69 light-years away, far different from almost being 400 light-years out at Hyperion Blue. 
 
    On the sixth day, the Orleans shuttle reached Louisville. This was an older habitat and looked like a giant tin can, and in a way, that was what it was: a huge tin can in space. The rotation gave the inhabitants pseudo-gravity inside. 
 
    The long space trip, hotel fares and tips had eaten into the money supply. There was only half left from the beginning sum. 
 
    “At this rate,” Halifax complained, “you won’t have anything to pay me.” 
 
    “Wrong. I’ll have more, much more. You’ll see.” 
 
    They were walking in a well-groomed park in Louisville, with trees, birds, grass and other people moving along the paths. The curvature of the inner space habitat meant the horizon was always curving up, so they could see the rest of Louisville above them. The privilege of strolling in the park had cost credits, and they were on a timer. Cade had suggested this, the open-air surroundings badly needed after the long trip confined in a spaceship, even a large one like the starliner. 
 
    Halifax shoved his hands in his pants pocket and walked with his shoulders slumped, looking glum. 
 
    Cade expanded his chest, breathing the air, feeling more relaxed than in a long time. The cheerful birds singing might have helped the most. 
 
    “You actually like it here?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “I feel like I can swing my arms again.” 
 
    Halifax glanced sidelong at the giant of a soldier. “Isn’t it time you laid it on me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Told me the plan,” Halifax said. “We raced here ahead of the slower hauler bringing the two imposters. So, what’s next? What are we going to do?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out yet.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has something to do with…” Halifax stopped walking. 
 
    Cade stopped beside him. 
 
    Halifax scrunched his forehead. “This isn’t only about capturing a few androids, is it?” 
 
    “That’s certainly part of it.” 
 
    “What’s the end result, though? What do we do after we’ve captured the androids—given it’s even possible?” 
 
    Cade smiled. 
 
    Halifax groaned, maybe understanding for the first time. “If you’re thinking about using the androids to storm the lurker, taking over the ship—” Halifax shook his head. “Cade, that’s lunacy. Androids are nearly unkillable. Wouldn’t cyborgs be ten times worse?” 
 
    “I don’t know about ten times, but cyborgs would be tougher than androids.” 
 
    “Then…how could we capture the lurker? Is that really your plan?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Halifax looked away and started to shake his head. “I know you think you’re the ultimate soldier, but what you’re suggesting is a death wish.” 
 
    “On the contrary, it’s a life-wish: that of Raina and my fellow soldiers.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. Suppose you captured the lurker. How would it help you get your people back?” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax rubbed his face, stared at Cade and shook his head again. “We’re a few weeks ahead of the tramp hauler carrying our imposters. Are you thinking the lurker will show up here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And do what exactly?” 
 
    “The obvious,” Cade said. “Hijack the shuttle as it heads from the tramp hauler to Saint Louis Planet. We’ve learned the Master wants us and that he’s been trailing us to our former stops.” 
 
    “That was my theory.” 
 
    “It was a good one. Likely, he sent android agents onto Hyperion Blue and discovered us leaving in cryo units aboard the tramp hauler. The easiest way to grab us would be here in the Sixteen Cygni System. The Patrol is out there where the liners and haulers come out of the Intersplit Field. The lurker could sneak into the star system to hijack the shuttle before it reached the planet. We’ve surmised the Master wants us in order that we give him the stellar location of the vortex in the Vellani Rift. Once he knows the location, the cyborgs can go there. Do you remember the great cyborg vessel we saw drifting behind a strange field?” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “If the cyborgs are after old tech from the War, the pocket universe could give it to them. We know they’re after such tech because of what we saw on Therduim III.” 
 
    Halifax nodded. “That’s all logical as far as it goes. But how can you storm a lurker—because I’m sure not going to try it.” 
 
    “You strike to the heart of the matter, Doctor. We need help because I need special equipment and a small spacecraft in order to pull this off.” 
 
    “What kind of special equipment?” 
 
    “For one thing,” Cade said, “a state-of-the-art battlesuit.” 
 
    Halifax stared at him. “Okay, okay, I can see that. Where do you expect to get the help to get you…? Oh, no. No way am I doing anything against the Group Six station here. I told you Blue Hyperion was the last time.” 
 
    “We’re not going to storm the G6 station.” 
 
    “No. Then what are we going to do? Are you going to ask the Patrol for help?” 
 
    Cade shook his head. 
 
    “How do you get a battlesuit then? You can’t steal one.” 
 
    “Group Six is going to get it for me.” 
 
    “But—you said you weren’t going to attack the Group Six station.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Cade, you’re not making sense.” 
 
    “I am, though. I’m using the slow pace of communications throughout the Concord. We’re ahead of the news. You’re a case officer under direct authority from the Director. You’re going to demand help from the G6 station because that’s what Director Titus wants you to do. I’m the mind-controlled Ultra ready to do the dirty work. This is the big event that the Director has been working toward for years.”  
 
    Halifax’s mouth opened, and he began to shake his head and then laugh. He did not laugh it in a derisive way, but as if he admired Cade’s thinking. 
 
    “I must be rubbing off on you,” the doctor finally said. “That’s not a bad idea. I mean, you’ve put all our accumulated knowledge together, having figured out the enemy’s likely plan and…” Halifax’s pressed his lips together. “I don’t know, Cade. It’s ballsy and clever, and uses everything you’ve learned so far. But I still don’t see how you can storm the lurker. That’s the impossible part. Getting inside the enemy ship implies a commando team. How big a team are you thinking?” 
 
    “One person.” 
 
    “Just one? Do you mean you?” 
 
    Cade nodded. 
 
    “And Group Six is supposed to help you how?” 
 
    “Get the battlesuit and get me into position for the shuttle hijacking and kidnapping of ‘Cade’ and ‘Halifax.’” 
 
    “Then you’re expecting the lurker to hijack the shuttle.” 
 
    “It seems like the best move for a cyborg with a lurker trying to kidnap us.” 
 
    Halifax rubbed his jaw as he stared at a No-Walking-on-the-Grass sign. “Huh. I think you’re right. And you’re going to want me there to help you?” 
 
    “That part is up to you,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax raised his eyebrows. “Up to me? You can bet I don’t want to be anywhere near the lurker when this goes down.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Okay… And how you will you ensure I don’t turn on you as you’re doing this?” 
 
    “I’m going to take the money with me. Remember, we’re talking about an entire shuttle captured by the lurker. Those people will have money and likely won’t need it anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not bad, Cade. That’s not bad at all. And once you have the lurker, you pay me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And if the Master and his crew kills you while you’re there?” 
 
    “There’s an old saying. In that case, ‘you’re shit out of luck.’” 
 
    Halifax exhaled. “I figured it would be something like that. So once again poor Dr. Halifax is supposed to take it in the shorts. In the end, I don’t care for your plan.” 
 
    “Well, my plan has the added benefit for you. I mean if I fail. You can tell Director Titus I was storming the lurker to give it to him in trade for my wife. That should get you off the hook with him, as you were trying to do something good for Earth and for Group Six.” 
 
    Halifax stared at Cade before whistling long and low. “That’s it. That’s your damn plan, isn’t it? You want to trade the lurker for your wife.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned. It’s a good idea in some ways. Too bad there’s no way in hell you can pull this off.” 
 
    “If anyone could, though,” Cade said, “who would that be?” 
 
    Halifax finally nodded. “You have a point. And I like a lot of this. You’ll go off and die, and I’ll be the hero to the Director, and there won’t be anyone to gainsay me. It’s not bad. How about you give me the rest of the money now, just so I get something.” 
 
    “How about instead you start thinking hard about how we’re going to convince the Group Six station head to help us.” 
 
    Once more, Halifax rubbed his jaw. Did the plan appeal to his sense of cunning? Did he see a way it could help him in a better way than Cade saw? Whatever the case, Dr. Halifax stuck out his hand. 
 
    “It’s a deal, Cade. It’s crazy as hell, but it’s a deal.” 
 
    Cade shook the doctor’s hand, but it didn’t cause him to trust the trickster more than before. Halifax was a devious double-crosser. But if he could get the doctor to help long enough…the real plan might actually work. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Dr. Halifax hadn’t lost his magic touch. He and Cade spied on the Group Six station down on Saint Louis Planet. Using more of the precious credit notes the Chief Arbiter had given Cade, Halifax purchased some needed items and had a talented forger create a special document, one that seemed to have been given him by Director Titus. 
 
    After that, the two waited a day. 
 
    “We’re cutting it too close,” Cade said. 
 
    “Relax. We have to relax if we’re going to fool the station head. Then we need to practice a few techniques. For one thing, you’re going to have to act more like an automaton, like an Ultra with an obedience chip in his head.” 
 
    Cade nodded. It had been his idea after all. 
 
    A day and a half later, Dr. Halifax phoned the G6 station and told them he was coming in with a special agent that needed careful handling. 
 
    “Here we go,” Halifax said. “If it all goes south, I’m bailing. Then, you’d better kill everyone there and go to ground afterward.” 
 
    Cade found that he was tenser than he liked. His stomach knotted and that made him scowl. 
 
    Luckily, Halifax noticed. “No. No heavy scowling or frowning. You have to act neutral and move a little mechanically like we practiced.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cade said. He would have actually felt more comfortable if they were going to storm the station and shoot up the place or knock everyone out. Doing it this way went against the grain and made him feel slimy. 
 
    The opposite seemed true with Halifax. The man seemed as if he was in his element, which he probably was. He was grinning, snapping his fingers and moving with a jaunty step. Clearly, the doctor loved intrigue and pretending. Maybe it gave him a secret charge to fool others. 
 
    The start went well because Halifax knew how to act like a special agent, and the forged document produced the desired results. Behind her desk in her office, the station head studied the card closely and then scrutinized Halifax even more. 
 
    The doctor sat before her. 
 
    She was an older lady with hard eyes, a bald scalp and missing two fingers on her left hand. “Halifax, Halifax,” she said, “I’ve heard of you.” 
 
    The doctor raised his left eyebrow. 
 
    “A cleaner spoke about you recently. She came through a week ago. Too bad she didn’t wait around to meet you.” 
 
    Halifax crossed his legs as he sat before the desk. Cade stood behind Halifax’s chair, his eyes vacant as he waited. 
 
    The station head had informed Halifax that snipers watched from kill-holes and would fire at the Ultra at the first sign of treachery. 
 
    “Fine, fine, but his obedience chip works perfectly,” Halifax had told her. 
 
    “The cleaner was a dark-haired, slender woman,” the station head said. 
 
    “Ah,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Leona Quillian,” the station head said. “Does the name ring a bell?” 
 
    Halifax shook his head. 
 
    “The cleaner had news for the Director about you and that muscleman there. She said the two of you were dangerous.” 
 
    “We are indeed.” 
 
    “But on the off chance you showed up here, we were to let you proceed to Earth.” 
 
    “We are going to Earth,” Halifax said. “This…intermediary event is important, though.” He grinned in a sickly way. “I hope I don’t have to explain to the Director why I didn’t get help here.” 
 
    “Why do you need a battlesuit again?” 
 
    “Because of what’s waiting in the shuttle,” Halifax said. 
 
    “You’ve been vague about part of this. I’d like more details before we proceed.” 
 
    “Why, of course, of course,” Halifax said. “Do you have an XT form handy? I’ll need a duplicate to give to the Director.” 
 
    The station head blanched. “On second thought, you’ve described your needs just fine. No need for the XT.” 
 
    “It’s no problem if you desire details,” Halifax said. “The Director told me to do everything by the book. It’s your right as station head to know what’s going down. You simply have to sign the XT form so there’s documentation I told you.” 
 
    “No, no need. Forget I mentioned it.” 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” Halifax said. 
 
    The station head opened a drawer and took out a computer slate. She tapped it with a stylus. “Hmm. I can procure a battlesuit…one that will fit him, in two days.” 
 
    “I need it sooner,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Then you should have been here sooner.” 
 
    “Granted,” Halifax said easily. “We were delayed, however. The suit is imperative to the mission.” 
 
    The station head chewed on the inside of her cheek. “One day then…but there could be trouble.” 
 
    “No. I can’t afford trouble. We must be in position as quickly as possible. According to the schedule, the tramp hauler should be approaching the star system. If we’re not in position when—” 
 
    “Dr. Halifax. I’ll do everything I can to get you to the rendezvous point. Although we’re risking undue notice because of the hurry-up. Still, I see you have the Director’s confidence. That means you have mine. This is an emergency. I get that. The battlesuit seems strange, but I’m not trying to pry into a priority mission.” 
 
    “I’ll remember to tell the Director how helpful you were.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” she said, glancing up at Cade. “Does it ever…make you nervous having him at your back? It seems as if he could snap at any time. I feel tension from him, dynamic energy.” 
 
    “It did feel creepy at first,” Halifax said. “Now, he’s learned he has to obey or he’ll wish he had.” 
 
    “Strange,” she said, examining Cade. “He’s brutish but handsome after a fashion.” 
 
    Halifax gave her a sly leer. “I could loan him out to you for an evening.” 
 
    Cade shifted his stance. 
 
    She laughed nervously. “No, no, nothing like that. I’m tempted, but no thank you. It’s a generous offer nonetheless.” 
 
    Halifax made a bland gesture, and that effectively ended the meeting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    The days merged into a blur for Cade. There simply didn’t seem to be enough time for all the things that needed doing. 
 
    The battlesuit was a tight fit, too tight. That was bad for extended wearing and would cause fatigue. It was not state-of-the-art, but an older model. It lacked lasers or other refinements, using pack-launched grenades and missiles, and had auto-cannons along the sleeves. They were three of the last weapons to use aboard a spacecraft of any kind. If one fired the weapons, he risked hull punctures. 
 
    Cade did not complain, however, but planned and re-planned. He had what he had. This was for his wife and fellow soldiers. He needed the lurker, which meant, of course, that he needed to be right regarding the so-called Master. That was a huge if. 
 
    The ride out-system was in an older shuttle, the gravity-dampeners failing almost immediately after leaving the Louisville Space Hab. That meant the grind of acceleration, which strained everyone’s muscles and organs. 
 
    The Group Six people had plenty of access, but things were done on the sly, often oiled with bribes, sometimes with credible threats. Little was certain. If the Patrol or IPO sniffed out anything wrong, it could mean running and hiding until the danger passed. 
 
    One of the consortium warships kept demanding more information about them as the shuttle headed out. It would have been nice to tell them to mind their own business. The warship could easily accelerate and board them, maybe intern everyone, so they complied as best they could. 
 
    Finally, the shuttle commander’s answers must have satisfied the warship captain, as he gave them permission to proceed. 
 
    Time ticked down. The tramp hauler— 
 
    “It’s here,” Halifax told Cade two days later. Their shuttle was in the outer 16 Cygni System but they still had a long way to go. 
 
    The tramp hauler’s shuttle had already left the vessel, heading in-system with the cyro units holding the two hibernating imposters. 
 
    “How long has the tramp hauler been here?” Cade asked. 
 
    Halifax was sitting beside Cade on an acceleration chair. There were rows of them. The doctor had painstakingly left, gone to the john and then detoured and spoken with the commander. Halifax was pale-faced and sweaty from the exertion of walking at nearly 2-Gs. He touched his chest, made gulping noises and finally relaxed as much as he could. 
 
    “Arrived…?” Halifax touched his fingertips, “the tramp hauler arrived seven hours ago. The shuttle left three hours ago. The lurker could hit them at any time.” 
 
    “No,” Cade said. “The lurker likely wants to be well past the Patrol ships out there.” 
 
    “The lurker must already be here, in the system, I mean,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Yes, I’d think so.” 
 
    “Won’t the lurker captain be suspicious about us, about our shuttle?” 
 
    “For what possible reason?” 
 
    “Uh…I don’t know.” 
 
    Now that they moved openly into a combat situation, the doctor had become more nervous again and Cade more relaxed. This was his element. He’d wanted to board the tramp-hauler shuttle out there and be with them coming all the way in. If they couldn’t reach the shuttle before the lurker did, all this would have been for nothing. 
 
    “You say the shuttle has already started in-system?” Cade asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling you,” Halifax said. 
 
    “That’s bad, but I’ve planned for that.” From a pocket, Cade took out a folded paper, handing it to Halifax. “Have our captain message this back to the station head. She’ll have to make the official call for us.” 
 
    Halifax scanned the contents of the note. “She isn’t going to want to do this.” 
 
    “Make her do it.” 
 
    “Kind of hard when the transmissions are already lagging because of distance.” 
 
    “This isn’t time to give me excuses. Get it done.” 
 
    Halifax looked up at the forward hatch. “I’m winded. I need a break before I walk again.” 
 
    “There’s no more time, and we have to maintain the fiction that I’m a brute under the obedience chip. So, I can’t take the note and make the arguments” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Halifax said under his breath. “This is starting to get taxing.” 
 
    “Doctor—” 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going,” Halifax said, as he grabbed the seat ahead of him and with much grunting and groaning worked up to his feet. Laboriously, he started down the aisle. 
 
    A half-hour later, Halifax returned, collapsing into his seat. “I sent it. Now, we wait and see what happens. It will probably take too long, and the in-coming shuttle will pass us.” 
 
    Cade felt his gut tighten. He’d worked so hard to set this up. He still didn’t know if the lurker and Master were out there, but if he’d guessed right, this would be their one chance. 
 
    Cade had never been much of a praying man, but he closed his eyes and asked God to help. He mumbled, praying the best he knew. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Halifax. 
 
    Cade ignored the man until he finished. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “Waiting can be hard,” Cade said. 
 
    “Huh. That’s the first I’ve ever heard you admit that. Maybe you are human after all.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cade muttered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, the answer arrived. The tramp-hauler shuttle captain agreed to slow down just a little. It had cost too many credits as a bribe for Cade’s liking, and there would be records of the transaction. That might trigger IPO protocols. The key regarding that was timing. If the protocols tripped later, that would be okay, as far as Cade was concerned. It might expose the Group Six team here, but that ultimately didn’t matter to him. Frankly, he was surprised the station head had agreed. This showed yet again that everyone feared Director Titus’s ire. 
 
    Soon, the shuttle changed direction and began to brake harder than it had accelerated. Life aboard the shuttle, without the former gravity dampeners, became agony. Cade held up under the crushing Gs the best, but it was taxing him, draining his energy instead of letting him rest before the big ordeal. 
 
    His stomach seethed. He found it impossible to sleep and eat. 
 
    “You’d better eat something in order to maintain your strength and stamina,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade forced down two sandwiches and guzzled a bottle of water. If the lurker struck before the two shuttles met— 
 
    The hour arrived as their shuttle shed the last of its velocity, almost coming to a full stop. Then the moment arrived. The shuttle changed directions once again, and began to accelerate with the same brutal Gs as before. 
 
    Now the tramp-hauler’s shuttle appeared. It had slowed down considerably. Their shuttle had to increase velocity even more to catch up after the other shuttle passed theirs. Two crewmen broke bones while walking under the intense Gs. One’s heart gave out under the strain and he died. 
 
    In space, the two shuttles neared. Finally, they moved side-by-side. The vessels matched velocities and a docking tube snaked out from their shuttle, attaching to the tramp hauler’s craft. 
 
    The brutal acceleration ceased as weightlessness took hold. Crewmembers vomited, their bodies strained by the sudden difference. 
 
    Cade unlatched his restraints and helped maneuver the container holding the battlesuit. He worked happily, because he was certain the lurker hadn’t struck yet. The outer hull hatch opened, and Cade pushed off, maneuvering the heavy container through the space tube. Stars shined through the clear material. He wore nothing protective in case of a tube breach. He would die in that case. 
 
    Cade reached the other shuttle. He looked back for Dr. Halifax. The doctor did not float down the tube. Was the frightened man bailing on him? 
 
    It would seem so. Would he rat Cade out? 
 
    The soldier would have to endure the possibility. He was on his own—no, Halifax waved, shoving off from the first shuttle, floating down the tube. 
 
    Finally, the small man reached him. 
 
    Cade didn’t say anything, as there were shuttle people helping move the container. 
 
    “There’s a place for you in the back row,” a crewman said. 
 
    “Is that near the cargo hatch?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the crewman said. “But why that matters I have no idea. The pilot’s been quiet about the reasons for taking you aboard. Why are you here?” 
 
    Cade opened his mouth. 
 
    “Secret mission,” Halifax said quickly. “I could tell you, but then he’d have to kill you.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” the crewman said. “I’ve never heard that one before. Give me a hand with this. The pilot wants to get on the way again.” 
 
    “Soldier,” Halifax ordered. “Help him, and do what he says.” 
 
    Cade was tired of the charade, but he nodded, obeying his case officer. 
 
    Twenty-one minutes later, they collapsed into their acceleration chairs. The battlesuit was nearby in a cargo hold, and the shuttle resumed its former schedule, accelerating faster than before to make up for lost time. 
 
    The other shuttle slowed, stopped and then headed out to deep space. That was to show the hidden lurker it didn’t have to worry about it. 
 
    Unfortunately for the original shuttle crew coming from the Louisville Hab, it wasn’t going to work out like that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
    The shuttle ride proved uneventful for the next 36 hours. Then an alert reached them. The shuttle from the Louisville Hab had ceased showing on any sensors. Calls were unanswered. As incredible as it seemed, the Louisville shuttle had disappeared. 
 
    Halifax learned this through his grilling in the piloting compartment. Two beefy crewmen wearing t-shirts, overalls and boots stood behind him as he faced the chief cargo handler. He was an older man with a permanent scowl due to a knife scar down his right cheek. He’d probably gotten the grilling assignment because the rest of the crew gave him more respect than they did each other. 
 
    “Why did you need a ride on our shuttle?” the cargo handler asked. “You came from Louisville. We’ll be there in several days. It makes no sense you coming out and then going back in.” 
 
    “That’s private information,” Halifax said. 
 
    The pilot was the shuttle commander who’d taken the bribe and let them board. He turned from his console and stared at the doctor. 
 
    “I’d like to tell you more,” Halifax said. “But I’m not at liberty to do so.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked the chief cargo handler as he shoved Halifax in the chest. 
 
    That caused the doctor to stumble back into the arms of the two waiting crewmen. “Hey, listen,” Halifax said angrily. “Do you want to deal with Fat Felix?” 
 
    That was the name of a notorious underworld criminal on Saint Louis Planet. 
 
    The pilot stared at the chief cargo handler. 
 
    The handler pulled out a wicked looking knife. “I don’t buy that shit. You don’t work for Fat Felix.” 
 
    “You will believe,” Halifax said. “You’ll believe when Felix cuts off your balls and makes you eat them. You’re gonna wish you’d done as told then.” 
 
    “What about the gorilla with the vacant stare of a retard?” the handler demanded. “What’s his story?” 
 
    “He’s my muscle. If I give the word, he takes you all out like that.” Halifax snapped his fingers. 
 
    “I don’t believe any of this,” the cargo handler said, leaning close with his knife. 
 
    “All right,” Halifax said, who pretended not to fear the knife. “I’ve had enough of this. Cade! Cade, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Shut up,” the cargo handler hissed, pressing the razor-sharp edge of the knife against Halifax’s face. 
 
    “Going to give me a beauty mark, huh?” Halifax said, staring into the handler’s eyes. 
 
    The older man scowled, which pulled at the knife scar. Maybe Halifax pulled it off, the pretending. The handler removed the knife and stepped back. He turned to the pilot, who watched again. “He’s for real,” the handler said. 
 
    “How do you know?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “It’s easy. I don’t see fear in his eyes. If he wasn’t from Fat Felix, he’d be pissing down his leg and begging for mercy.” 
 
    Halifax wanted to jeer. The chief cargo handler was a mean-spirited man, but he was too smart for his lowly position. The man probably had addictions that kept him from climbing, jobwise. 
 
    “Fat Felix?” the pilot said. “This really involves Fat Felix the crime boss?” 
 
    Halifax did not answer. 
 
    “Is this about drugs?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “You’re fishing,” Halifax said. “That means you’re trying to learn my boss’s business. That hasn’t worked well for lots of idiots. I didn’t take you for an idiot, but now I’m wondering.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” the cargo handler said. And he slapped Halifax across the face. 
 
    That hurt, and it made Halifax angrier than it made him scared. “You’re going to regret that,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Maybe you won’t make it home to report to Felix,” the cargo handler said. 
 
    “None of that, Stem,” the pilot said. “Their coming aboard was logged. The muscle might not be smart, but he’ll know this one never came out of here alive. He’ll tell Felix, unless you’re thinking of knifing the gorilla in the back when he’s not looking.” 
 
    “Better listen to him, punk,” Halifax told the handler. 
 
    Scar-faced Stem raised his knife as if he was going to start hacking. Then, with a hiss, he sheathed it and went to talk to the pilot, the two of them whispering together. 
 
    Halifax realized they must be brothers or cousins, as there was a family resemblance. 
 
    Finally, the pilot swiveled his chair to face Halifax. He nodded to the two crewmen, who shoved the doctor closer. 
 
    “Why did the other shuttle disappear?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Halifax said. 
 
    “He’s lying,” Stem said. “I can see it on his face. He knows what happened all right but doesn’t want to say.” 
 
    The pilot put a hand on Stem’s arm and shook his head. Sullenly, Stem stepped back. 
 
    “Why are you lying?” the pilot asked Halifax. 
 
    “I’m not. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    The pilot searched his face. “We could space you two.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Halifax said. “If I give the word, “Cade will space all of you.” 
 
    “I have a needler,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Sure, you do,” Halifax said. 
 
    The pilot closed his eyes and shook his head. “All right, I got paid extra.” He was speaking to the others now, looking at them. “I was going to save it for the end and let you guys have a surprise bonus. You all have a bonus coming. That ought to help your nerves. The other shuttle must have had an accident. I doubt it had anything to do with these two. These two aren’t going to sabotage our ship because they’re riding with us.” The pilot faced Halifax. “That’s right, isn’t it?” 
 
    Halifax nodded. 
 
    “Care to add to our bonus?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Halifax said. “I can ask the boss once I get home. If I’m happy with the service.” 
 
    The pilot glanced at Stem. Stem shrugged. “All right,” the pilot told Halifax. “We’re commercial people. You paid us. We do our job. We’re worried, though. You can understand that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Halifax said. He pointed at Stem. “I ought to have Cade poke him. But I’m going to let it go. This is business, like you said, right?” 
 
    “Right,” the pilot said. 
 
    And with that, Halifax left the piloting chamber and returned to Cade and told him what had happened. 
 
    “It must have been the lurker, right?” Halifax whispered. “That’s why the other shuttle is missing.” 
 
    “Seems like,” Cade whispered back. “That means it will be our turn next.” 
 
    “What if the Master or Rohan Mars interrogated the other crew? The Master might realize we’re here.” 
 
    “We are here,” Cade said, “our imposters in the cyro units. That’s what we want him to believe.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “None of that matters,” Cade said. “The plan’s working. Stay calm and let me handle the rest.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Play it by ear for now,” Cade said. “Like you told me before, ‘Relax, stay loose.’ When the time comes, I’ll don the battlesuit and the action will start in earnest. You should put on the extra spacesuit then.” 
 
    “Okay,” Halifax said, as he wiped perspiration from his upper lip. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
    “The action,” as Cade had referred to it, began fifty-six and a half hours later. 
 
    That implied impressive deceleration and acceleration capabilities for the lurker. The two shuttles had ended up going in opposite directions. This deceleration and acceleration was more impressive given that no one else in the 16 Cygni System had noticed. 
 
    The tramp-hauler shuttle was already in the Cygni B inner system, although it had only crossed the invisible boundary mark three hours ago. 
 
    A wall-speaker snapped on, and the pilot’s voice quavered as he said, “There’s something out here with us. It’s using a tractor beam to slow us down. I’ve tried to signal for help, but heavy jamming is blocking our communications.” 
 
    The forward hatch to the passenger compartment opened, and Stem with the same two beefy crewmen marched down the aisle. There were twelve other people in here besides Cade and Halifax. 
 
    “Use your needler,” Cade said. “It’s time I donned the battlesuit.” 
 
    The soldier stood and started to move away from the shuttle trio as he headed for the rear cargo hatch. 
 
    “Stop!” Stem shouted at him. 
 
    People looked up to see what was happening. 
 
    “I told you to stop,” Stem shouted at Cade. The soldier opened the rear hatch. “Come on. Let’s get him.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be wise,” Halifax said. He stood and aimed a needler at Stem. The man didn’t stop though, but drew his knife and charged the doctor, who pulled the trigger so needles hissed. Stem stumbled, dropped the knife and then dropped to the carpeted aisle as he twitched spasmodically and made choking noises. 
 
    Seated people began to scream. 
 
    “Shut up!” Halifax shouted. “The shuttle’s being hijacked by Fat Felix of Louisville Hab.” He shot the two crewmen, too, because they kept coming. Halifax realized belatedly that he had death needles in the weapon, having forgotten to replace them with the knockout-needle magazine. He felt his gore rise and might have vomited. 
 
    People were still screaming and shouting, and the wall-speaker rose in volume as the pilot demanded to know what was happening in there. 
 
    “Anyone who doesn’t immediately sit down gets shot,” Halifax shouted, as he waved the needler for emphasis. 
 
    That seemed to get through. The twelve passengers parked their asses on their seats. They twisted back to stare at Halifax, likely to see what he was going to do next. 
 
    “Answer me!” the pilot shouted from the wall speaker. 
 
    “You,” Halifax pointed at a woman. “Get up and answer him via the wall comm.” 
 
    A sobbing older lady rose and staggered to the wall comm. She began to blather for help. 
 
    Seconds later, the forward hatch to the passenger compartment opened, and a wild-eyed pilot stood there. He saw his brother or cousin lying in the aisle. Then he stared in terror and loathing at Halifax. 
 
    “You lied to us,” the pilot shouted. 
 
    “Settle down,” Halifax said. “Stem and the others are asleep.” 
 
    “They’re dead,” the pilot shouted. “Don’t you think I can see that?” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Halifax said in a reasonable tone. “I’m using deep-sleep knockout darts. They look dead. I’ll grant you that. But—” 
 
    The entire shuttle shuddered. The pilot and older lady staggered. She screamed and went down hard as her hip hit an armrest. The pilot did better, almost falling into a chair, but grabbing the backrest and righting himself. 
 
    “What was that?” a thickset man shouted from a passenger seat. 
 
    The pilot was shaking his head and staring up at the ceiling bulkhead. 
 
    “Is that drilling?” a passenger shouted. 
 
    Halifax looked up at the ceiling. It vibrated, and odd sounds came from there. 
 
    One of the passengers must have decided to play hero. He launched up out of his seat and tackled Halifax from the side. The doctor grunted painfully as the man knocked him against a seat. The man grappled the needler out of the doctor’s hand. Halifax groaned in pain, falling to the aisle. 
 
    “You bastard!” the man shouted. He was standing over Halifax, the needler aimed down. “You’re planning to murder all of us, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No,” Halifax said weakly. “Listen.” 
 
    The armed passenger laughed in a crazed way, using two hands to aim the needler at Halifax’s face. 
 
    At that moment, a section of ceiling bulkhead exploded down. It crashed upon three passengers, crushing them. A splinter speared the needler-armed passenger in the back. 
 
    The man fell hard onto Halifax, gurgling and spitting blood in the doctor’s face. 
 
    Junk and dust spewed, and three short men jumped down into the shuttle. They wore black utilitarian garb and each held a laser pistol. Each of them looked identical to the other. They wore round black-tinted goggles over their eyes and had scalp-tight caps over their heads. 
 
    “Everyone down,” one of the androids said. 
 
    The pilot did not obey. 
 
    The three androids opened fire, beaming the pilot, crewmen and several passengers, killing them. Screaming renewed. The androids rushed forward, moving with machine speed. They stared at each person and then shot him or her in the face, killing them. 
 
    One of the androids pulled the formerly armed passenger off Halifax. 
 
    “I’m Dr. Halifax of Group Six,” he shouted. “I’ve been to the Vellani Rift and know how to find the vortex to the pocket universe.” 
 
    The android stared at him. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Halifax shouted. “I’m—” 
 
    “Yes, I heard very well. You are Dr. Halifax. The Master said you were in cryogenic slumber. Why are you here in the passenger area?” 
 
    “They woke me up.” 
 
    “For what reason?” asked the android. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why,” a different android said, stepping near. 
 
    “Are you Rohan Mars?” Halifax asked. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, Doctor. Is Jack Brune with you?” 
 
    “Do you mean Marcus Cade?” 
 
    Rohan stood still for a moment. “Yes. That is right. I desire Marcus Cade. Jack Brune—I killed Jack Brune.” 
 
    “You’re not the same Rohan Mars,” Halifax said. “Therefore, technically, you didn’t kill Brune.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rohan said. “You are alive. Tell me, where can I find Cade? If you do not, I will hurt you by breaking bones.” 
 
    Halifax pointed wordlessly at the back hatch. He hoped like hell that the soldier had donned his battlesuit. Otherwise, the two of them were heading into cyborg captivity. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
    Cade had heard much from within the cargo bay as he pried open the container and attempted to jam his body into the battlesuit as quickly as he could. It didn’t help that the damn thing was so tight. He activated the suit even as he shoved his legs and arms into it. 
 
    There was a normal procedure to fitting and activating a battlesuit, particularly aboard a spacecraft. He bypassed just about every safety feature there was. These were live missiles and grenades, and the autocannons along his sleeves could have wreaked mayhem in a jungle-field such as Therduim III with its tusked mutants. Cade actually grinned remembering Jed Ra. He wouldn’t have minded having the mutant chieftain here with him. There had been a fighting man. What had ever happened to Jed Ra? Would he ever find out? 
 
    Explosions, shots and laser beaming sounded from the passenger compartment. The androids, or maybe even cyborgs, were in the shuttle. Cade didn’t have much time left. 
 
    I have to make this thing airtight and activate the tanks. 
 
    Cade’s stomach coiled with anticipation. He hated having to get dressed fast. It always made him edgy, and it made him clumsy. If the androids shot their way into here before he— 
 
    Concentrate. Forget about them. Just get your suit ready for action. This is it, Cade. Your wife and your teammates are counting on you. Can you get it done, or are you a loser who’s going to louse it up in the end? 
 
    He started closing the suit locks. The breather was on. He was switching to his air-tanks…now. Cade started coughing. The tank air was stale, harder to breathe, too. Maybe he should switch back to shuttle air. 
 
    The hatch shuddered. 
 
    Inside the tight helmet, Cade grinned. He wore a battlesuit again. It had been—a millennium since he’d worn one of these in battle. 
 
    Let’s see if I can remember what to do. 
 
    The suit’s battery-powered motor hummed just fine. Everything was green. 
 
    Trying to take delicate steps, Cade tiptoed to the shuddering hatch. Did androids try to hammer it down? Just what was—? 
 
    The hatch slid up, and a small, dark-haired android with black-tinted goggles stared at him. The thing held a gun, and it fired the weapon so a ray beamed from it. 
 
    The laser did nothing to the battlesuit, but if it stayed on target long enough, it might begin to burn through the battle-worthy if older piece of motorized body armor. 
 
    Cade aimed and selected for a single shot. 
 
    The autocannon fired a heavy-caliber bullet, and the bullet smashed into the android’s torso. For good measure, Cade fired again. Again, the bullet penetrated, and the machine-man staggered back as fluids and gunk spewed from the twin holes in its torso. 
 
    Cade walked normally, though at seriously throttled-down power. He clanked through the cargo hatch in time to see another android try to grab a hostage. 
 
    Two shots broke the machine-man. 
 
    From behind a passenger-seat, Cade saw Halifax pointing up. 
 
    Cade looked up and shot an android peering down from the broken ceiling bulkhead. The android fell into the aisle, thudding. Cade shot the android in the head, and the bullet went through the floor and must have punctured hull plating as air began hissing, leaking into space. 
 
    “Get your spacesuit and follow me,” Cade said through a helmet-speaker. 
 
    “They killed everyone but me,” Halifax shouted. 
 
    “Tell me later,” Cade said, “and hurry your sorry ass. If the lurker decouples with the shuttle, we’re doomed.” 
 
    Halifax stared at him. 
 
    Cade ignored the doctor as sweet elation swept through him. He’d guessed right. He’d figured out what the Master would do next. Yes, it had cost these people their lives. War was hell. It always had been. He was a soldier, and that was a sad part of his…duty, job, call it what you wanted. His wife was counting on him. Was he going to break down and weep over the lost? 
 
    No. It was clobbering time, if he could get into the lurker and if he had enough juice to kill every cyborg before they disabled or detonated the lurker. 
 
    Cade stared up, and triggered the mechanism once as he jumped. Exoskeleton enablers propelled the heavy one-ton suit up higher than a man could jump. Cade used the power-gloves as the suit servos whined. He hauled the one-ton battlesuit up here, and saw the attached boarding tube. 
 
    His heart hammered. Direct access to the lurker—should he wait for the doctor? 
 
    The desperation of the mission mandated the answer. Cade jumped again with extra exoskeleton enablers, and he grasped rungs in the boarding tube, climbing higher and out of range of the shuttle’s gravity field. He sailed weightless up the tube, activating magnets if needed. 
 
    To his amazement, he saw that the lurker lock was open. Did cyborgs wait to grab him? Cade gritted his teeth and launched two grenades ahead. 
 
    “Surprise,” he growled. 
 
    It was time to fight to the death, but hopefully to victory. Storm and capture the lurker. This was his glory moment, if he could get it done. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
    In astonishment, Dr. Halifax watched the brute of a battlesuit leap. The one-ton monstrosity rose, and Cade reached up, grabbing the torn shuttle ceiling and hauling himself even higher. The doctor heard metal groaning, creaking and then shrieking, as the battlesuit must have leapt again. 
 
    Halifax panted as he shivered with dread. He’d accidently killed people, and he’d just witnessed the androids murder one person after another. It had been gruesome and terrifying. Now, he was alone in a shuttle full of dead people, torn destroyed androids and a hull breach. He could hear the air whistling as it fled outside into space. 
 
    I have to do something if I want to survive. Cade could get us killed. 
 
    There were too many scenarios in which Cade ended up dead in the lurker. That was bad, very bad, as his existence would be over then forever. 
 
    I don’t want to die, and I can’t stay in the shuttle. Listen to that. 
 
    He shivered as a singular thought speared through him and activated his survival instinct, a highly honed instinct. 
 
    Fortunately, he’d planned for this moment well in advance. He wanted his money, and despite everything, Cade had a way of winning in the end. The idea of gaining a lurker to replace the Descartes—might he steal the lurker out from under Cade? There was a real chance of that if he waited for the right moment. First, though, he needed to prepare to survive the times when Cade failed. 
 
    Halifax turned and sprinted into the cargo bay. It might have been his imagination, but the air was already starting to taste bad. What if it isn’t my imagination? He rushed to the open container that had held the battlesuit. It was huge and held a secret compartment in back. 
 
    First, Halifax grabbed and donned the spacesuit lying there. It was the ordinary kind, silver and crinkly, lacking all armor except against the vacuum of space. It fit, as he’d tried several on before choosing to put this one here. He attached a bubble helmet of clear material, twisting it into place so it locked. He only waited on the space gloves to make it airtight. 
 
    Now, Halifax entered the container and opened the secret compartment in back. He pulled out a huge piece of plastic-like material, along with air tanks. It was unbelievably heavy, but he dragged that to a different part of the cargo bay. There he found two worker’s vacc-suits with a laser welder and hydrogen-filled thruster attached to each. 
 
    Now he dragged and heaved the mass, panting and sweating as he brought everything to an emergency airlock. Cade might win. Halifax hoped he did. But Cade could lose because the Master blew up the lurker, for instance. That would be bad for Cade, but did he—Dr. Halifax—have to die because the soldier lost? 
 
    Not if I can help it. 
 
    Halifax attached his space-gloves, turned on his tanks and moved the first vacc-suit-thruster combo into the airlock and outside the shuttle. He hooked a line to keep the suit in place and then back into the airlock. Soon enough, he had everything outside as he and his stuff drifted away. He could see the shuttle and—yes! There was a blurry outline of the vastly larger lurker. Cade was in there, possibly battling it out with the enemy. 
 
    I hope you win, Cade. 
 
    Halifax didn’t consider himself a gambler, although he was an excellent poker player. He played odds and people, and planned for failures, which meant it wasn’t gambling, right? 
 
    Licking his lips, wondering how much time he had, Halifax attached the hydrogen-thrusters from the vacc-suits to his plastic-like mass. Once set, he turned on the first thruster, hanging on as white exhaust propelled him and his stuff away from the lurker and attached shuttle. He did it for as long as hydrogen expelled from the tank. When it went dry, he detached the thruster and pushed it away with his space boots. Then, he opened up the next thruster, continuing the journey. 
 
    He’d already lost sight of the shuttle. The lurker had become impossible to see almost from the beginning. This wasn’t far in stellar terms. Might it be far enough to survive a detonating lurker? That would depend on many factors. If Cade won, the problem wouldn’t matter, and it would be easy for the man to find him out here, as Halifax had a comm unit. 
 
    Either way—with a detonating lurker or with Cade victorious—Halifax felt alone and insignificant at this point. Space was so incredibly vast. He saw the nearer 16 Cygni B star and the smaller because of distance 16 Cygni A star. From this perspective, A wasn’t that much smaller than B. Ah, he even spied 16 Cygni C, the red dwarf star 840 AUs away. 
 
    Suddenly, the second thruster ran dry. 
 
    Here we go, old chum. This might be your coffin, but it might be just the thing to help you survive long enough. 
 
    Halifax turned knobs and began filling the final plastic object so it swelled. He inserted himself into it, closing the way. The tanks continued to fill it with air until he was in a giant bubble. Anything would pierce the bubble’s skin, but until then it would allow him to remove the helmet and suit and relieve himself without doing it in his suit. 
 
    The bubble with Dr. Halifax continued to move away from the lurker-shuttle combination. 
 
    Who would win the confrontation? Maybe Cade had already won. Maybe Cade was in the process of losing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
      
 
    Somewhat earlier in time, in his battlesuit, Cade climbed aboard the lurker. He paused a moment. This wasn’t necessarily the lurker, but could be a companion vessel. No. That wasn’t reasonable. The lurker acted stealthily. Thus, this must be a stealthy attack and vessel. The Master wouldn’t want anyone in the system to see what happened. 
 
    There were no cyborgs or androids in the chamber, but he spied wisps of smoke from the previous explosion and shrapnel from his grenades embedded in the bulkheads. 
 
    He was aboard the enemy vessel. If it was the lurker— 
 
    I need to find the control chamber. I need to kill everyone aboard. I must attack fast in order to forestall any cyborg from self-detonating the ship. 
 
    That was a tall order. 
 
    “Might as well keep going,” Cade said. 
 
    He did, clanking through ship-passages and corridors and entering chambers. He did not see anything other than ship equipment. The vessel struck him as huge. He rode a lift onto a new level and repeated the performance. This couldn’t be an automated ship. Where were the cyborgs then? Had he slain all the androids? 
 
    The tight-fitting battlesuit made him feel claustrophobic, but he shoved that deep inside, ignoring it. He rode the elevator again onto the next level. The elevator hatch opened— 
 
    Two cyborgs stood waiting, firing stubby shotgun-like weapons. Black capsules flew at Cade, hit and exploded sticky strands over his battlesuit. 
 
    Tanglers, they’re using tanglers. 
 
    With the rev of his servos, Cade broke the tightening sticky strands meant to web him. He leveled the autocannons and blasted shells even as they fired another round of tangle capsules. 
 
    The cyborgs were hideous-looking creatures. They were long and lean like starvation victims, something out of a horror movie. Part of them was machine: power-graphite bones, fiber-sheathed nerves and other systems married to bio-matter like cloth. The heads looked like skulls with armored brainpans, and their outer skin was steel-plated in places. They wore blue fabric suits, and moved with insectile speed. 
 
    Dropping the tanglers as they dodged Cade’s shells, the two cyborgs pulled up machine pistols, firing so bullets hammered against his battlesuit. 
 
    Had they forgotten how to deal with battlesuits? 
 
    Cade clanked out of the lift as they poured machine-pistol bullets against him. One of cyborgs tossed his weapon aside, reached back and pulled up a grenade launcher. He began hammering grenades against the battlesuit. The two of them kept sprinting backward, keeping out of the battlesuit’s grasp. 
 
    Cade roared inside the helmet, with spit bouncing off the inner surface to hit his face. He didn’t notice as he switched to machine-gun fire and sprayed heavy shells. The things were damn fast, but they couldn’t dodge a stream of shells at close quarters. He blew them apart, smashed bulkheads, too, along with some of the chambers behind the torn ship walls. 
 
    “Yes!” Cade roared, the sounds reverberating in his tight-fitting helmet. 
 
    Elation filled him, and he began hunting for more cyborgs to kill. 
 
    No, no, he told himself. You must gain control of your emotions. Mayhem for its own sake won’t win you your wife. 
 
    He noticed that someone was speaking and looked right and left but couldn’t see anyone. Finally, he halted and turned on his outer receivers. 
 
    He heard a cyborg through wall-speakers and turned on his outer microphone. 
 
    “Who is this?” Cade said. 
 
    “I am the Master. Did you hear what I said earlier?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Cease your senseless attack at once or I will detonate the vessel.” 
 
    “What do I care?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Marcus Cade, you piece of filth.” 
 
    “Ah. I thought so. You must surrender to me, Marcus Cade.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. In fact, I have a better idea. You surrender to me. Better yet, jettison yourself. That will save us all much trouble.” 
 
    “I will not let you reach the control chamber.” 
 
    “Then we’re at an impasse, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Do you desire death?” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I am the Master.” 
 
    “Sure, you are,” Cade said, as he continued to march through the vessel. 
 
    The Master spoke more, but Cade ignored him now. He reached another elevator. 
 
    “If you enter it, we both die,” the Master said. 
 
    Cade frowned, finally understanding that his death meant he would never free Raina. He would never see his beloved Valkyrie again. That was so unbelievably tragic, that the thought broke through his battle madness. What should he do? Surrender was out of the question. Could he pull a Halifax on the Master? He had nothing to lose at this point, so he might as well try. 
 
    “I can’t leave your vessel or you’ll destroy me,” Cade said. 
 
    “That is true. Thus, you must surrender. You have a greater destiny, as the Web-Mind desires your knowledge.” 
 
    “If you know who and what I am, you know I won’t surrender to you.” 
 
    “I know,” the Master said. “But you should know this: your companion will die with you if you continue hunting for me. Soon, there will be no lurker, as I have begun the auto-destruct sequence. The Web-Mind gave firm orders regarding the ship. I am not allowed to let the vessel fall into anyone’s hands.” 
 
    Cade believed the Master, and by believing… He spun around, and he began to run in his battlesuit back the way he had come. 
 
    “Where are you going?” the Master asked. When no answer was forthcoming, he said, “Oh, to the lifeboats, I presume. No. It is too late for that. You will not reach them in time.” 
 
    Realizing the Master spoke the truth, a red haze filled Cade’s thinking. The idea of losing Raina, of failing in his mission— 
 
    “Die!” the soldier shouted, lobbing grenades and using a missile, firing it down a long corridor. The accompanying explosions shook the vessel. 
 
    “We will both die, Marcus Cade. This is the end for us.” 
 
    At that point, a terrific explosion shook the lurker. Pieces of bulkhead loosened and flew at the battlesuit. They broke it down, and knocked Cade out. He had no idea what happened next. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Cade dreamed. That must have meant he yet lived. The dreams…they were of times past during the War over a thousand years ago. 
 
    He dreamed of the slog through the eternal city of Trantor. Battle Unit 175 fought cyborgs in the Asimov District. It was one sick ambush after another. Swarming cyborgs boiled up out of the sewer system or jumped down from buildings. They had little concept of dying and no fear of death. The cyborgs attacked, and the Ultra soldiers of Battle Unit 175 killed and were killed. 
 
    An atomic blast took out Cade’s unit in the Asimov District, along with him, although he survived and spent weeks in regrow tanks. 
 
    Later, he was part of a team that moved across a bleak moon. The Ultra soldiers made long, low bounds in their battlesuits, using sensor-guided autocannons to take down hundreds of drones that dove down to attack. Soon enough, they found the surface breach and entered the tunnels under the moon’s surface. Three weeks of desperate subterranean battles ended with Cade losing an arm and a leg, both on the same side of his body. That meant going back to the regrow tanks. 
 
    He’d taken countless wounds during the War. He’d spent months in regrows. It had never been fun. It had often hurt, but he’d been reborn each time as a new soldier to fight the hated enemy again and again, and yet again. 
 
    The War had been a great and tedious slog of battles. Each taken alone had been an epic of valor and heroism and dirt, sweat and stomach-twisting fear. Yes, Ultras felt fear, because despite their physical prowess, they were all too human. 
 
    The cyborgs had passed beyond their humanity, becoming horror-creatures. It must have been nice not worrying about dismemberment or death. 
 
    Cade dreamed, and it seemed as if he tumbled end-over-end in space. There was debris all around him. What did it mean? 
 
    Likely, maybe even obviously, it meant he’d survived the lurker’s auto-destruction. The battlesuit had proven tougher than expected, and it ended up helping him that it was such a tight fit. He hadn’t rattled around inside his suit at the blasts that had destroyed the lurker and shuttle. He’d taken heavy bruising, but no broken bones. And the emergency needles injecting him with hibernation drugs meant he barely breathed. That in turn meant the air in his tanks was lasting for many days on end. 
 
    Cyborg parts drifted in the lurker debris. The shuttle had exploded, too. Blood, human body parts and pieces were also part of the mass of debris. That did not include Dr. Halifax. It was possible he was farther away in a bubble, enduring panic and loneliness. It was funny, but with his gravely slowed metabolism, Cade might last longer than Halifax in his giant bubble of air. 
 
    Despite that, Cade was all alone in the night, and he might have expired in another few days, a memory of a time past. 
 
    But the station head of Saint Louis Planet had lied in one particular to both Cade and Halifax. Leona Quillian had not left, but had remained in the background as Cade and Halifax performed their chosen mission. 
 
    Quillian was now part of the G6 team on the consortium warship G. T. Beauregard. It was the same vessel that had given the shuttle such a hard time before. 
 
    The G. T. Beauregard was bigger than a Patrol cruiser and oval shaped. It had heavier lasers and no missiles. This was a close-in fighting vessel, meant to mix it up with the enemy at close range. That meant it had powerful gravity dampeners and huge engines for maximum acceleration and deceleration. 
 
    Quillian was in the captain’s ready room. He was a tall, sparse man with spiked hair and green compelling eyes. He wore a black uniform and sipped his tea. He called himself “the General” and demanded that others on his ship do so as well. 
 
    The General was the brother to the president of the consortium, and he had aspirations to command a fleet someday. 
 
    “You were correct,” the General was saying as he set his teacup upon its saucer. 
 
    Leona Quillian wore her black cleaner’s garments. She did not have any visible weapons, as the General’s bodyguards had searched her to make sure. They had failed to find her poison-coated fingernails, however. And, if she crushed a false tooth, she could also spew cluthe upon the General. It would kill him without a trace of her having done it. 
 
    It was something of a miracle she was here at the same time as Cade, although she had been using many G6 contacts to track his route through the Concord and she also had a highly advanced predictive computer that had made some shrewd guesses concerning his plans. 
 
    From behind his large desk, the General eyed her. He’d just finished reading a computer slate. “There appear to be two survivors. One is in a plastic air-bubble and wearing a spacesuit. He is separate from the debris, although not that far from it. The second is a man in a battlesuit who is definitely drifting among the ship debris.” 
 
    “He’s the one I’m after,” Quillian said. 
 
    The General regarded her. “I’m…not sure I can give him to you.” 
 
    Quillian nodded. “You must do as you see fit, sir. However, Director Titus will reward you if you hand him over to me. In fact, I could use both of them.” 
 
    “You greatly desire the second man?” 
 
    “I do indeed,” Quillian said. She was never going to trick Cade out of the General. Maybe she could use the truth. “He’s an ancient Ultra and part of a greater Earth experiment. I realize the lurker is gone, destroyed, but surely there is much you can learn by gathering all the debris and studying it, possibly reconstructing certain lurker components.” 
 
    “Are you trying to convince me to take the lurker junk and be happy with it?” 
 
    “I am,” Quillian said. 
 
    The General let his eyes rove over her slender form. “Perhaps…I will let you convince me if you are persuasive enough.” 
 
    The man was a pig and obviously wanted her sexually. She could agree and kill him during the act. That might mean an interrogation by the General’s brother, the consortium president. No. She couldn’t just kill the General. She would have to please the pig and take Cade back to Earth. Then, she would pass through the 16 Cygni System again on her way back home, and she would then give the General more than he desired. 
 
    Thus, Quillian smiled, picking up her teacup, sipping and batting her eyelashes at the man. “You can have me, or you can have money or influence. Which will bring you closer to your dream?” 
 
    “Perhaps I want all three.” 
 
    “Perhaps the price will be too high for what I desire.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I don’t think so. All three. I shall have all three.” 
 
    “Yes,” Quillian said, smiling, as she rose, and ran her hands down her hips. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    Because when I come back this way, you pig, I’m going to make you wish you’d never been born. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
      
 
    In his plastic-coated air-bubble, Dr. Halifax endured and told himself he wasn’t going to die. 
 
    Oh, he’d seen the explosion. That had been a terrifying moment. He’d expected a tiny piece of debris to fly through his air bubble and pierce his spacesuit. 
 
    That hadn’t happened. Otherwise, he’d be dead. 
 
    He’d begun to check himself for signs of radiation poisoning. Despite a few panicked times where he was sure he’d shown signs, in the end, he was healthy and felt fine, in a relative sense. 
 
    Thus, he waited in the bubble. Twice, he’d forced himself to shed the suit and use the weightless toilet to relieve himself. It had been daunting sitting on the can, as it were, without a suit. Any rent would end his life. At first, he hadn’t been able to go. He’d had to close his eyes— 
 
    Enough said. He’d used the facilities and climbed back into the spacesuit. After the second time, it proved harder to don the suit. It stank, and that would only get worse with time. 
 
    Still, he was alive out here. Surely, someone would come to investigate the explosion. He sure as hell hoped they did. Otherwise— 
 
    No, no, don’t even think about suffocating to death. Don’t think about dying by inches while you scream for help. Don’t think—you idiot, you’re thinking about it when you’re not supposed to. 
 
    He’d had a panic attack and only later realized it had cost him plenty of fluids. It was a wonder he hadn’t torn his little air bubble with his failing about. 
 
    Tedious days went by. He would check his chronometer, thinking—hoping—another day had passed, and it would only be a few hours. 
 
    He began playing mental games. He started reviewing his life. Maybe being a sly rascal hadn’t been the best way to proceed with living. Was there anything after this life? He pondered that, remembered when Cade had prayed and wondered if there really was a supernatural entity that had created all this. He’d been agnostic most of his life. Evolution and chance had spawned the universe. How that evolution had come about—well, evolution didn’t answer some critical questions. Like, how did it all get here in the first place? In the beginning was there nothing and then there had been something? That was logically impossible. Nothing ever came from nothing. For a thing to exist there had to be a cause. In other words, there had to be something. If aliens had started the whole shebang on Earth and around the Orion Arm, who’d started the damned aliens? 
 
    It was very frustrating and more than a little frightening to think about these things while drifting in an air bubble in deep space all alone. He didn’t want to believe in a creator, certainly not in a big C Creator that would ask him questions after he died. That implied— 
 
    “Enough,” Halifax said aloud. It was time to think about other things. He daydreamed about women he’d known or seen, about peeling off their clothes and having his way with them. That was much more delightful than thinking about God. 
 
    “Why did you make me to love women so much?” Halifax shouted. 
 
    He scowled afterward. How could he shout at God, how could he rage at God, if he knew that God didn’t exist? Who had ever made up the notion of God in the first place? Why did so many people believe in God? Was it weakness of personality in them, or was it a natural thing to believe in a higher power? 
 
    Fortunately, for Halifax’s peace of mind, he saw thrusters in the distance, what had to be a plume out there. That meant a spaceship, people and rescue. 
 
    He pushed thoughts of God, afterlife and judgment far away. He hated the entire construct and wished he never had indulged in it. 
 
    A spaceship was coming, and it was braking, right? 
 
    Halifax shouted and waved his arms until he started breathing heavy. That was only going to use up his air and water faster. It might be some time before the sensor operators saw him. 
 
    They had to see him. If they didn’t see him—panic set in and he started hyperventilating. 
 
    “God help me,” he whispered, and then he scowled, angry with himself. “What am I doing? No. If they see me, they see me. If they don’t, praying to a non-being isn’t going to help me in the slightest.” 
 
    He didn’t break that down, either. He set himself to watching the plume grow. Oh, that had to be the loveliest sight in the universe. A spaceship was braking. 
 
    It took so long, but finally the plume began to shrink, shrink even more until he strained to see it. At that point, a ship began to show in the blackness of space. 
 
    Halifax laughed, giggled and kissed the inside of his bubble helmet. 
 
    I’m a genius. This was a brilliant idea. I outfoxed everyone, including the musclebound clod Cade. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ship grew enormously until it dwarfed his tiny air bubble. At that point, it passed him, and he nearly shat his suit in panic. He saw another vessel then, a small one, a shuttle, damnit. The ship had launched a shuttle to come and get him. 
 
    He laughed and cried and told himself once again how brilliant he was. No one could compare to the mad genius Dr. Halifax. 
 
    I’m the greatest. I’m the best. I’m going to show the universe that they can’t screw with the slipperiest genius there is. 
 
    The shuttle slowed until a hatch opened. Two space-suited people with thruster-packs jetted to him. He cut open the air bubble and was expelled out, heading away from them. 
 
    Did they think he was fleeing? 
 
    The two raced after him and rather harshly manhandled him. He couldn’t see into their polarized visors, but he gave them a thumbs-up with his gloved hand. 
 
    They jetted him to the shuttle, holding him between them. They were big and no doubt muscular. Maybe they were marines. 
 
    He noticed a sword logo on the side of the shuttle. Was that a Patrol symbol? He couldn’t remember. 
 
    Finally, the two thrust him into an airlock and followed him in. It felt so gloriously good to stand again that tears leaked from his eyes. 
 
    The airlock opened, the two shoved him so he stumbled into the arms of waiting, hard-eyed marines. They wore military uniforms and had brush-cuts. 
 
    He took off his helmet, smiling at them. “Boy, am I glad to see you guys. Who are you, anyway?” 
 
    “We’re taking you to the General,” one of them said. “Now, shut up. We’re not supposed to talk to you.” 
 
    “Can I have something to eat, and can I use the john?” 
 
    “Later,” the marine said. “No more talking. It’s our hides if we do.” 
 
    “Why did you pick me up?” 
 
    The marine grabbed and turned him around, shoving so Halifax stumbled. He didn’t know it yet, but the shoving and other torments were just beginning. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The hours proved grueling, starting with Halifax waiting in a claustrophobically small closet. Later, he hunched before a bright light as people interrogated him. Big marines water-boarded him and then slugged him in the stomach and carried him into a different room, holding down his bare feet and beating them with a weighted rubber hose. 
 
    All the time, the questions flowed. 
 
    Halifax told them some of the truth but left out the good stuff about cyborgs, Ultras and Group Six. 
 
    It wasn’t that he was so damn tough. It was simply that, after his desperation soul-searching in the air bubble that he was so ecstatic to be alive. Yeah, the torture sucked, but he endured, babbled about insignificant data while keeping the juiciness to himself. 
 
    Finally—he was in the big ship—they threw him into a cell where he landed on the floor. 
 
    Halifax didn’t move. He hurt all over. Instead, he rested his forehead against the floor and grinned hugely as if he was the biggest moron alive. He kept himself from laughing. That would hurt his bruised ribs too much. He lay there, enjoying the fact of being alive. 
 
    Finally, though, he dragged himself to the cot, climbed in, rolled onto his back and fell asleep. 
 
    A buzzer woke him later. 
 
    He was stiff and sore, and he slowly worked up to a sitting position on the bunk. The door to his cell was open, and who should be watching him but— 
 
    “I know you,” Halifax said. 
 
    A slender dark-haired woman in skintight material like latex and wearing high heels sauntered into his cell. It was the woman who had sat beside him long ago on the shuttle-flight to Helos in the Rigel System. He’d seen her later as she tailed him in the city of Sparta. 
 
    She stood there staring at him. 
 
    “You’re—” he said. 
 
    Her head twitched the slightest bit, indicating that he say nothing more. 
 
    That made him think. If she’d been on the shuttle flight so long ago, might she have come from Earth? If that was the case— 
 
    “A cleaner,” Halifax said. “You’re a G6 cleaner.” 
 
    “What did I just tell you?” She had a sexy voice. Despite his predicament, he loved it. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “I’m asking the questions.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked me anything yet.” 
 
    “That means—” She threw her hands into the air as if giving up. “I’m Leona Quillian. I work for Director Titus.” 
 
    Careful, he told himself. She’s a viper. He’d sat without flinching, without giving away his terror. Smile, you idiot, pretend this is fantastic news. He smiled. “This is wonderful. You must know I work for Titus too.” 
 
    “I know that you used to.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I still do. By the way, what ship is this?” 
 
    “The General is helping us.” 
 
    What kind of answer is that? No, no, this is the time to convince. Talk as if you two are pals. Show her you’re a G6 man. 
 
    “Who in the hell is the General?” Halifax said. 
 
    “The man running the G.T. Beauregard.” 
 
    “Oh. You mean—?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, interrupting him. 
 
    “Look, Leona—you don’t mind if I call you that, do you?” 
 
    She just stared at him. 
 
    He nodded as if she’d answered in the affirmative. “Leona, I think Marcus Cade—” 
 
    She lurched forward and grabbed his wrist. 
 
    Halifax shouted in pain and tried to jerk his wrist free from her. She had a stronger grip than he’d suspected, though, and held tight. He started to writhe, and she released him. Halifax cradled his wrist before turning it over, looking for scars. It was bare and normal, even though it still throbbed. 
 
    She showed him the agonizer in her palm before making it disappear as if it was a magic trick. 
 
    “Listen to me, and keep your mouth shut.” She opened her other hand to reveal a scrambler with a green-blinking light on top. 
 
    He realized several things at once. She’d shown him the scrambler for a reason and in such a way that the hidden camera here wouldn’t have shown that to whoever watched—watched and listened obviously. Quillian wanted him to do something for her, and if she was a cleaner for Group Six, for Director Titus— 
 
    “I appreciate what you’ve done so far.” Quillian stared at him as if to impart greater meaning to her words. Maybe she figured he didn’t understand, which he most certainly did not. “But you have to keep certain ideas to yourself.” 
 
    Halifax grunted. She meant during the interrogations, which meant she’d been privy to the results, which meant she was friends with his torturers, which meant— 
 
    “Keep doing that until you and I start for Earth,” she said, interrupting his ruminations. “You should know that I’m recommending you to the Director for your skillful action.” 
 
    What is this? She denied me working for Group Six anymore. Did I pass some kind of test? 
 
    “Why exactly would you recommend me?” 
 
    “For keeping silent about the key issues,” she said. 
 
    Halifax grunted once more as he touched one of his ribs. “It’s been a costly effort.” 
 
    “One of the reasons I’ll tell the Director about it.” 
 
    Halifax nodded. “So, what happens next, Leona?” 
 
    “I’m going to slap you a few times as if to teach you a lesson. You must denounce me and try to thrash me if you can.” 
 
    “I might hurt you if I do that.” 
 
    Quillian smirked. “Don’t worry about that. You won’t.” 
 
    “I don’t like hitting women.” 
 
    “Doctor, do what I say. I need to—never mind. My time’s up.” She clicked off the scrambler and surreptitiously slipped it into a pocket. 
 
    “You don’t fool me,” Halifax shouted from the bunk. “You’re from him, t-t-that monster.” 
 
    Quillian stepped forward smartly and struck him across the jaw. 
 
    That hurt like hell, and it might have dislodged one of his teeth. He shouted in real rage. The cunning bitch wanted to play games, eh? Well, he’d give her a game to remember. He jumped up and slugged for all he was worth into her gut. Only she wasn’t there but had moved and now stuck out a foot, sending him sprawling onto the floor. She kicked him in the ribs. He screamed. Did she have steel-reinforced toes? 
 
    He finally rolled away, jumped up swaying and charged. She stepped to the side and jabbed him in the face once, twice—the third jab disoriented him. She stepped in close and kneed him in the groin so agony exploded between his legs. He crumped moaning into a heap on the floor. 
 
    “You will do as I say, Dr. Halifax.” Quillian was speaking triumphantly. “What was Cade doing in the lurker? Speak the truth if you value your skin.” 
 
    “He was storming it,” Halifax groaned while still clutching his balls. 
 
    “Why storm it, as you say?” 
 
    “To capture it—” He looked up painfully through tear-filled eyes. 
 
    Quillian gave him the barest of nods, an encouragement and permission to speak about this. 
 
    “Cade planned to start his own fleet of lurkers,” Halifax said, maybe seeing what she wanted. “They’re immensely powerful warships. Why do you think we went to such trouble to board it? Whatever you do, don’t tell the others. We can use the lurker debris. I know we can. It’s a matter of combing it carefully enough.” He laughed and groaned. “Damn you, Quillian. Don’t you—” 
 
    “Enough,” she said in a ringing tone. “You have said more than enough.” She leaned over him. “You pathetic little worm. Do you think Director Titus will grant you rewards for losing him his prize? Cade failed. You failed. Now, you will have to pay—” 
 
    A wall speaker clicked on. “Leona,” a man said. “It’s time for you and me to talk.” 
 
    “But General,” she said, straightening. “I’ve broken through his conditioning. He’ll spill his guts now. I told you I could do it.” 
 
    “Yes. I know. We’ll talk, and then we’ll see.” 
 
    The wall speaker clicked off. 
 
    Quillian smirked. It was quick and hard-to-see. Then she sauntered toward the open cell door. 
 
    Halifax looked up long enough to realize she had a stunning ass. The high heels and latex suit did it. But she was a viper of a woman, a true temptress with toes of steel. 
 
    She’s a cleaner. Remember that. Everything she tells you could well be a lie. Yes. If I’m going to live, I have to get out of here, and then kill her, or she’s going to make sure the Director kills me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    The next week gave Halifax more grueling torture-moments. He endured, stuck to the script and finally found himself touching his broken ribs as he lay on a cot. 
 
    A rough medical practitioner had set the ribs, injected quick heal into them with a hypogun and set it with tightly wrapped surgical cloth around his torso. 
 
    Despite his bruises, sore muscles and joints, Halifax was ravenous. The quick heal did that. He wanted to just lie here, and he wanted to eat and eat so his stomach would stop growling every second. 
 
    Two marines showed up. They hauled him to his feet, shoving him from behind so he stumbled all the time. He would have liked to complain, but they might slug him if he did. These two had done it before. Finally, they shoved him into a huge cool chamber with cryo units plugged into the ship’s electrical grid. 
 
    Quillian stood in here with her skintight suit and heels, wearing a fur jacket. Beside her was a tall older man in a black uniform. He had green eyes, spiked hair and wore a row of medals along his chest. That had to be the General, the commander of the G.T. Beauregard. 
 
    “Come here,” the General said. 
 
    The marines shoved Halifax so he staggered to the tall man. 
 
    “That will do,” the General said quietly before he snapped his fingers at Halifax. “Look through the glass.” 
 
    The General meant the little window to the cyro unit they stood beside. 
 
    Halifax obeyed, groaning as he worked down to his knees. As he’d suspected, he saw Cade’s face through the glass. Frost had already gathered, and the Ultra looked as if he’d forgotten how to breathe. 
 
    “He’s in hibernation?” asked Halifax. 
 
    “That’s obvious,” the General said. “Tell me, do you wish to stay with us or go back to Earth to report to the Director?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Little man,” the General said in a menacing voice, “do not question me. Answer with speed and truth, no more and no less.” 
 
    Halifax nodded sullenly. “I’d like to stay here, sir.” 
 
    The General laughed as he turned to Quillian. “See. I told you he wouldn’t want to leave with you.” 
 
    “Does it matter what he wants?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” the General said. “I just find it interesting.” He eyed Halifax, who had climbed back to his feet. “My men have beaten you, and yet you wish to remain here?” 
 
    Halifax shrugged. 
 
    “Let me rephrase,” the General said, his voice hardening. “Why do you want to stay here?” 
 
    Halifax raised his head and tried to smile. “I can help you, sir. The lurker—you should keep it.” 
 
    “You idiot,” the General said. “The lurker was destroyed.” 
 
    “I know it was, but not every component.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Easy,” Halifax said, as he pointed at the cryo unit. “Cade survived. That can’t be all there was. Other things must have survived as well.” 
 
    The General rubbed his chin and glanced at Quillian. “Did you prime him to say that?” 
 
    “Me?” Quillian laughed. “I broke his conditioning, nothing more than that. You saw.” 
 
    “Maybe I will keep you,” the General told Halifax. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Halifax said, stepping closer and trying to grab one of the General’s hands. 
 
    “None of that,” the General said, yanking his hand away and looking meaningfully at something behind Halifax. 
 
    A moment later, Halifax heard the hollow sound of a baton striking his skull. Halifax’s eyelids fluttered, and he crumpled unconscious to the floor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Halifax awoke with a headache and nausea. He groaned as he moved to his other side. Vomit welled up in his throat. He held it back by force of will. His vision blurred, weakening his will. 
 
    “Don’t move.” 
 
    Halifax did not respond or move more. Instead, he tried to think, which only increased the headache. It dawned on by degrees that Leona Quillian had spoken. 
 
    “You’re in the infirmary,” Quillian said. “The marine struck you harder than he should have. I guess you didn’t know that the General has an aversion to human contact with scum, as he calls those less fortunate than himself. In other words, you fit the category and you tried to grab his hand. Were you going to kiss it?” 
 
    “Can’t a guy just shake hands anymore?” Halifax whispered. 
 
    “You have some humor left. That’s good. You might need it. I may not be able to take you with me. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You were too persuasive. Or do you want to stay with the General?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “What do you think ‘no’ means?” Halifax whispered. 
 
    “Do you believe lurker equipment might have survived the autodestruct?” 
 
    “Of course,” Halifax whispered. “Cade survived. Surely, he can’t be the only thing that did.” 
 
    “You made the point before. I’m not sure it was wise, as the General might indeed search hard enough to find such equipment.” 
 
    Halifax hadn’t closed his eyes. That hurt too much. He didn’t try to stare at anything in particular either, as that also hurt. He did wonder why he was the only one smart or sharp enough to realize a thing the instant he heard it. It was his curse and gift, he supposed. 
 
    “Leona, it’s easy,” he whispered. “Let the General find lurker pieces. Let him try to analyze them. Titus can send a team here later to pick up or steal whatever the bothers discover.” 
 
    “It might not be that easy.” 
 
    “It might be the only way to get the cyborg equipment. Destroy what they find—that’s what you’re thinking, right?” 
 
    Quillian didn’t answer. 
 
    Halifax didn’t have the strength to look at her. He just wanted to feel better. Why did his head have to hurt so much? 
 
    “All right,” Quillian said. “I’ll make one last attempt for you. I have a feeling the Director would dearly like to talk to you.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Halifax said. 
 
    “Am I wrong about that? Do you have something to hide?” 
 
    Halifax waited before he said, “Not a thing. Do you have a pill to make the pain go away?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” Quillian said. “Events are moving fast. Listen, if I don’t return for you in a few hours—don’t go too far from Saint Louis Planet. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Halifax said, as he endured the debilitating headache. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-One 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Halifax left the G.T. Beauregard’s infirmary. He wore very dark sunglasses, as any kind of light hurt his eyes and then his brain. A marine roughly handled him until passing him off to Quillian. She proved easier, slowing down when he needed to. 
 
    The next week was hard, painful and tedious, and everything seemed to take too long. Finally, however, Halifax boarded a starliner at the edge of the 16 Cygni System. Presumably, Cade was in the cargo in a cryo unit. 
 
    Halifax still wore the sunglasses and spent most of the time in his luxury cabin. He learned the liner was called the Sunflower and belonged to the Hudson Bay Company, one of the oldest companies in existence. This was the largest starliner that went to Earth. Other bigger liners went to the richest Concord planets. It really didn’t matter, though, as the Sunflower was big enough. 
 
    Halifax slept most of the time or he sat up and stared at nothing in particular. He certainly did not turn on the idiot box, nor did he attempt to read anything. That hurt his eyes and head far too much. 
 
    “Do you think the damage is permanent?” he asked the Sunflower’s chief medical officer. 
 
    “Hard to say,” the woman told him. “I can run more tests if you like.” 
 
    “No. That’s fine. Is there a chance the headaches will go away?” 
 
    “Perhaps in time and given enough rest,” she said. 
 
    Halifax told Quillian that the next time she checked up on him. 
 
    She stood in the open hatch to his quarters. “You’ll survive, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” he asked from the bunk. 
 
    “Rats swim to shore when every other animal drowns.” 
 
    “You’re calling me a rat?” 
 
    “Not as a slur,” Quillian said. “I’m admiring your survival instincts. Whatever it takes, eh, Doctor?” 
 
    “Rat sounds like a slur to me.” 
 
    Quillian stared at him before turning to go. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said. 
 
    She paused, looking back over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Are you really going to recommend me to the Director?” 
 
    “I said I would.” 
 
    “I’m double-checking is all,” Halifax said. “You’re really going to do that?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” she said. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “That you’re going to find out when we reach Earth. My suggestion is that you prepare yourself, Mr. Rat. You’re going to see Director Titus in a few weeks. That should help bring some sparkle back to your eyes.” 
 
    He realized she was taunting him. Leona Quillian was cruel like a cat to its victims. She was letting him see her claws, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
 
    He threw himself back on the bunk and put an arm over his sore eyes. 
 
    Quillian laughed as the hatch closed. 
 
    Halifax removed his arm, although he kept his eyes shut. So that was how it was going to be, huh? She was going to sell him out to the wolf. Quillian likely had her own agenda to play. Maybe she feared the Director. What did that mean for him? 
 
    It was funny, but as Halifax lay back and thought about how to deal with Titus, he considered Marcus Cade and his missing wife Raina. He’d been with Cade for years already. Before that, he’d been with Jack Brune, running him from Helos in the Rigel System. He’d liked Brune, more than he liked Cade. But as Halifax reviewed their time together, he found that he admired Cade’s stubborn grit. 
 
    Was it right to just hand Cade over to the Director? 
 
    What can I do about it? The truth was, not a damn thing. He was Dr. Halifax, the rat according to Quillian. Except…Quillian and the Director were going to screw him. He could feel it in his bones. Maybe the harsh time spent in the General’s hands had shown him what awaited him on Earth. 
 
    Does it have to be that way? 
 
    Halifax squinted, and for the first time in a long time, doing so didn’t spike his brain. He realized that a moment later. He laughed. It was a rueful thing. He’d tried to sell out Cade back in the Therduim System. Cade had given him a second chance. Maybe he should give Cade a second chance. 
 
    Maybe I should give myself a second chance. 
 
    The thought was jarring. It seemed so unlike him. Yet, he was headed to Earth, to Director Titus, and there were things he’d done that Titus might not approve of, might not like. If he thought the General had been bad— 
 
    Director Titus will be worse. 
 
    Halifax exhaled heavily, and a glimmer of an idea started to develop. Cade had wanted to come back to Earth as the victor, as lord of the lurker. Cade would have traded the lurker to Titus for his wife and friends. That was such a noble deed. It actually caused Halifax to shake his head in wonder and admiration. 
 
    What would it be like to have such noble friends? Halifax realized he’d like to see Cade stare at him with admiration. He would like to do the soldier a real solid, a real unselfish act. Well, it wouldn’t be completely unselfish. It might well get him out of a jam with the Director. In fact, instead of quailing before the Director and the cleaner he’d sent out to kill Cade and him if things went south, which they had— 
 
    Halifax cocked his head. How come Quillian had never spoken about what had happened on Helos? She’d never even said how he’d seen her in Sparta in store windows. Wasn’t that odd? 
 
    What is going to happen to me? Will the Director forgive my slights, or is it more likely he’s going to make an example of me? I need a friend, a badass dude to scare Titus and his G6 goons. 
 
    It was at that point the feel-good idea started to turn into a plan. And the plan against the Great Spymaster of Earth caused Halifax to bare his teeth. He was the rat, huh, the survivor? Maybe he was more than anyone realized. Maybe this was the dawning of a new era for him, with a butt-load of badass friends to back him up. 
 
    “Yes,” Halifax whispered. “I think I’ll give selfless goodness a whirl.” Especially as it might be the wisest choice possible. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Two 
 
      
 
    Inside the cargo bay in a cryo unit, Marcus Cade dreamed in slow motion as the Sunflower neared Old Earth. The blue Intersplit Field surrounded the mighty starliner. Within were hundreds of passengers and the officers and enlisted personnel that saw to the vessel’s functions and the people’s needs. 
 
    The same old planets still orbited the Sun together with the blue-green homeworld that had spawned the race of Man. Once, the Solar System had only been the seed to the Ultras, cyborgs and regular humans. In those days, Martin Kluge had fought Highborn, Social Unity, the Jovians and finally the cyborgs of the Outer Planets. It had been a desperate time, and from that era had come the expanded versions out in the stars. 
 
    With faster-than-light drives, humanity had surged outward, colonized, created a mighty Federation and then battled the dread cyborgs. Ultras jumped to the attack, and in a great and mighty cauldron of war, worlds burned and billions perished. The Old Federation vanished as surviving planets tumbled back into an Iron or even Stone Age. A millennium later, the Sunflower returned to the system where it had all started. 
 
    Director Titus sought to drag Earth back into the limelight of ruler-ship over its children. He lacked the gleaming warships of the Concord, but he had the old guile of the slyest humans of history. He was the master manipulator and he used those like him to attempt to achieve his dream. 
 
    Cade knew little of this now. He dreamed of the Games, of winning his glorious wife and then going on vacation to a play-world. For all he knew, he was about to arrive. 
 
    Then the starliner dropped out of Intersplit as it reached its destination. The soldier did not realize it when handlers moved his cryo unit from the giant Sunflower to a waiting hauler. There were other cryo units. Many of them held cattle and other animals. No, Cade did not know about the acceleration from the Sunflower as the hauler headed through the Kuiper Belt, passing Pluto on its journey to the third planet from the Sun. 
 
    Time passed as the hauler made the trip past Uranus, Saturn and then Jupiter. The hauler passed through the Asteroid Belt, never saw Mars on the other side of the Sun, and finally began to brake as it neared Earth. 
 
    Halifax and Quillian were aboard the hauler. Communications had been established many days ago with G6 Headquarters. Director Titus knew what was coming in, and he had listened to some of Quillian’s explanations about all this. 
 
    The Director distrusted her on principle. But he would find out the truth. Sooner or later, he always did. 
 
    The hauler braked more as it passed Luna, and finally, it reached orbit around Earth. It had made it. Cade was here, in a cryo unit, in deep hibernation. 
 
    Were his dreams interrupted in the slightest as a shuttle flew him down to the surface? Many places on Earth still burned with radiation because of hellburners dropped more than a thousand years ago. Few people lived on the surface, not even mutants, tusked or otherwise. The people of Old Earth laughed and cried, worked and played in giant subterranean tunnels and deep cities. 
 
    Workers used a forklift, taking the cryo unit from the landed shuttle and to a waiting sub-car. The car whisked the cryo unit away, deep below the surface area that used to be known as Kansas City. 
 
    One of the best medical facilities on the planet was in subterranean Kansas City. 
 
    Group Six technicians received the cryo unit. They carefully brought Marcus Cade out of hibernation. Director Titus joined them when it was done, staring down at the naked Ultra inside the opened cryo unit. 
 
    Director Titus was a big man wearing a white suit and a Guards Tie. He had white hair and wore thick, black-rimmed glasses. He might have an extra crease to his skin, but otherwise seemed the same as when he’d sent Cade off on the original mission. 
 
    Titus nodded. 
 
    Group Six technicians lifted the vaguely aware Ultra and brought him to a giant clear cylinder. They put a breathing mask around Cade’s face, one with an attached tube, and lowered him into the container. Soon, warm green liquid gushed within. Cade floated, much as he’d floated long ago. 
 
    After sealing the cylinder, techs changed his air mixture, and he revived just a little more as he breathed the good stuff. He no longer dreamed, but he wasn’t fully awake yet either. He slowly kicked his muscular legs in the green solution, and his fingers twitched. 
 
    Techs monitored him carefully. 
 
    Director Titus put in a second appearance. He eyed Cade in the cylinder, noting the Ultra’s rugged physique and many scars. 
 
    The Director cracked his knuckles. Years had passed since he’d sent this Ultra out on a mission. Earth had not received an X-ship or any cyborg technology. Yet, according to Quillian, Cade had stormed a lurker. That was remarkable. He wanted to hear the story direct from Cade. Halifax’s story hinted at another world, Therduim III. The Concord had begun to uncover olden cyborgs relics on the planet. 
 
    Director Titus removed his black-rimmed glasses and took out a cloth, cleaning the lenses. It would seem the Ultra had been partly successful. What was interesting was Quillian’s acquired brain chip. Her story—how she’d found it—had sounded…suspect. Titus wondered how she’d really gotten hold of the chip. 
 
    He put the glasses back on as he deliberated. Marcus Cade had proven resourceful. Perhaps he’d have to send the Ultra out again, but with a few revisions, and with a modified cyborg chip in his head. 
 
    The Director nodded to himself. It was time to speak to Quillian in person. He would see Halifax soon thereafter. Perhaps he would wait to have the techs insert the brain chip. Yes, it needed a thorough inspection first anyway, and he wished to interrogate the Ultra. 
 
    “Your work isn’t over,” Titus told the slowly moving Cade. With that, Titus turned and left. 
 
    Cade continued to breathe slowly and kick his legs even slower. His dreams had ended. He seemed on the verge of trying to wake up all the way. Fortunately, the techs realized what was happening and put more sleep gas into his mask. 
 
    Cade’s kicking lessened until he floated limply in the green solution. He was back, and he was a slave waiting for his next assignment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Three 
 
      
 
    Time passed. Cade had no idea how much. The techs must have changed his air-mixture again, as the powerful Ultra began to climb his way to consciousness. 
 
    He breathed more deeply and scowled at the sounds of hissing air and bubbles. That meant something, he knew, but he couldn’t place it. What was the last thing he remembered? 
 
    Cade grunted and scowled more. He’d been somewhere important. He’d been moving in a suit, a battlesuit—the lurker, he’d been marching through the cyborg lurker, the one in the 16 Cygni System. He’d spoken to the Master. That’s right, that’s right. He’d also slain cyborgs who’d attempted to capture him with tanglers. 
 
    Cade’s eyes snapped open. He wore a mask, a breathing mask. He saw a bubble rise before him, saw it wobble. That he saw the bubble clearly meant he looked through glass or some other clear substance. If he hadn’t been wearing a mask, the bubble would have been blurry. 
 
    He moved his head, examining his own nude form floating in a green solution. He looked outward and saw that he floated within a cylinder. Outside were technicians wearing white lab coats. A few watched him with styluses and slates, making notations, presumably about him. 
 
    “Hello,” Cade said, as he waved. 
 
    None of the watching lab-coated individuals addressed him or gave any indication that he’d attempted communication with them. 
 
    Some people farther away studied monitors. 
 
    Why did they treat him like a nonentity, an insect? It was worse than rude. Screw them. 
 
    Cade kicked upward and brought his hands up, pushing against the stopper that sealed the tank. That shoved him down until his feet touched the bottom. He shoved up, trying to knock off the stopper with his hands. That simply propelled him back down again to the bottom. It was repetitious and useless. 
 
    But what the hell? I have nothing else to do. 
 
    Thus, Cade continued the performance until he felt just the slightest give to the stopper up top. 
 
    He heard a tapping. It was loud and annoying. 
 
    Cade paused in his efforts and saw that one of the technicians, a woman, tapped on the cylinder. She shook her head at him. He made a sign that they remove the top and let him out. She ignored his sign, although she looked at him, well, his body anyway. 
 
    He was naked, and she stared at him. That was wrong of her. He wasn’t a specimen in a test tube. Well, he was, but he wasn’t going to play along. 
 
    He shoved against the top with his hands— 
 
    As he went down, Cade stared at the woman because a realization just struck him. She wasn’t a cyborg. The others in the chamber were human, not cyborgs. How had he gotten here then? What had happened to him aboard the lurker? Had Halifax sold him out somehow? 
 
    When his feet touched the bottom, he pushed himself toward the watching woman and banged a fist against the cylinder. 
 
    She jumped back in fright, the slate dropping from her hands. 
 
    Behind his mask, Cade grinned. 
 
    She frowned at him, scooped up her slate and then turned sharply as if someone had called to her. 
 
    Cade could not hear any of the sounds out there. 
 
    She turned back to him once before hurrying away to confer with several others, who glanced at his cylinder now and again. 
 
    Cade banged on the glass, waving at them and finally flipping them off. 
 
    They ignored everything. 
 
    Finally, Cade got pissed. Screw them. Screw all of them. He wasn’t going to play their game. No. He was going to force them to act. He tore off the mask and shoved upward, striking the top with his hands. He shoved down, hit the bottom and shoved up. He kept going up and down, moving faster and faster. He didn’t know if they watched him or shouted. He ignored everything, even the bubbles pouring out of his drifting mask and tube. He wasn’t going to don the damn thing. Either they let him out— 
 
    Cade couldn’t hold his breath anymore. He exhaled and swallowed water. It was terrifying. He jerked and forced himself to suck down water again. If he didn’t, if he tried to hold his breath, he would end up reflexively trying to grab the mask. Screw them! He would no longer be anyone’s pawn. He— 
 
    Cade started blacking out as he inhaled water, beginning to drown inside the sealed cylinder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By slow degrees, Cade began to drift back into consciousness. He realized he was coughing hoarsely, feeling sick, with his lungs hurting— 
 
    He hacked more, water gushing from his mouth, realizing he was on his stomach on some sort of gurney. 
 
    He looked up wearily, seeing technicians in long white lab-coats staring at him. Some were wide-eyed. A woman jabbered at him, but he couldn’t understand her, as there was loud ringing in his ears. 
 
    Cade pushed up from the gurney and glanced at the cylinder. The top was off. A mechanical pincer seemed to have pulled him out and placed him on the gurney. 
 
    A door into the chamber opened. Several big thugs in brown uniforms hurried toward him. They each gripped a heavy baton and had a holstered sidearm attached to a belt. He counted five of them, five bruisers running to his gurney. They looked musclebound, steroid users, he supposed. None of them was as tall or as broad-shouldered as he was. 
 
    Cade pushed up more and swung his legs down. He was still naked, wet and shivering, although no longer hacking as if he was going to cough up his lungs. 
 
    “Hold out your hands,” one of the bruisers said. That one had put away his baton and held handcuffs. 
 
    From the gurney, Cade looked up with bleary eyes. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to understand us,” a lab-coated woman said. 
 
    “Hey!” the musclebound clod shouted. “Hold out your hands.” 
 
    “Shouting won’t make any difference,” the woman said. 
 
    “Shut up,” the bruiser said. 
 
    “Now see here,” the woman said. “The Director put me in charge—” 
 
    “You idiot,” the clod said. “He understands you just fine. Don’t say anything more. You! Hold out your hands.” 
 
    Cade’s eyes had widened as the woman said, “Director.” She must mean Director Titus. Was this Earth? Had he been transported to Earth, to Titus? 
 
    Cade slid off the gurney so his damp feet touched the cold floor. 
 
    “That’s it,” the clod said. “Let’s beat him—” 
 
    If the clod had been about to say, “Let’s beat him down,” Cade did not give him the opportunity to finish the sentence. Instead, Cade hit him in the mouth. He hit the clod hard, too, so the man’s head snapped back. Incredibly—or so it seemed to the watching throng—the clod collapsed onto the floor. The lab-coated technicians screamed. 
 
    The four remaining bruisers rushed Cade. A few of the techs got in the way, buffeting the musclebound men. A humming baton or two accidently touched a tech. The batons sizzled then, and the techs dropped to the floor, stunned by the discharge. That hampered the bruisers even more, causing one to trip and stumble. 
 
    Cade had been dodging and assessing as only an Ultra could. He reacted, reached the stumbling bruiser and snapped the man’s arm. The bruiser moaned in agony, releasing his baton. 
 
    Before it hit the floor, Cade grabbed the baton out of the air. He moved like greased death, like a glittering axe-blade. More sizzles and thuds told of Cade’s baton strikes. 
 
    The screaming increased as techs ran for the exits. Slates began to hit the floor as the panicked people dropped them. 
 
    Two more bruisers had fallen by this time. That left one of them, as the fourth had cradled his broken arm before Cade kicked him the head, rendering him out or dead. The last bruiser backpedalled, dropped his baton and clawed at his holstered sidearm, trying to tear the covering flap out the way. A hurled baton struck him in the face. The man flinched and jerked aside. Then Cade was upon him, hitting him once, twice—the man sagged unconscious, thudding onto the floor. 
 
    Cade panted from the exertion. His knuckles hurt, but in a good way. He looked around and realized he was alone in the large chamber, alone with five unconscious security personnel and no technicians, who had all fled. 
 
    Now was the time to act before the greater security apparatus rolled into motion to subdue him. Cade laughed as he began to collect what he needed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Four 
 
      
 
    Speed, this was all about speed of attack. Cade wore tight-fitting pants and boots taken from one of the guards. It was enough so he wasn’t naked and could run over anything he wanted. He had a gun, several extra magazines in his pockets and a fully charged shock baton. 
 
    He checked the unconscious guards for the last time and chose the one that looked like the sergeant. Cade shook the man awake, hoisting him upright. Then he dug the barrel of the gun against the man’s lower back as he wrapped his arm around the guard’s throat from behind. 
 
    “You’re a dead man, got it?” Cade rumbled into the man’s ear. 
 
    “So are you, bub,” the guard said groggily. 
 
    Cade dug the barrel of the gun harder against the man’s lower back, making him arch in pain. “I can kill you now if you want.” 
 
    “No, don’t,” the guard panted. 
 
    “You want to live?” 
 
    The guard did not respond. 
 
    “You’re going to have to say it, or I’ll kill you now.” Cade pushed the barrel harder again. 
 
    “All right, all right,” the guard said, his face twisting with pain. “I want to live.” 
 
    “Good. You’re going to have to earn the privilege by running with me to your guard station.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean—” The guard gurgled and ineffectively clawed at Cade’s choking arm. 
 
    Finally, Cade eased the pressure, letting the man gasp for air. “Last chance,” he said into the man’s ear. “It’s your choice if you live or die. I don’t care either way.” 
 
    “I’ll show you what you want,” the guard said hoarsely. 
 
    Soon, with the guard in the lead, they ran out of the chamber and down a brightly lit corridor. 
 
    “Faster,” Cade said. “And remember, I’ll shoot you at the first sign of treachery.” 
 
    The guard sprinted. Cade followed on his heels. Speed, this was all about speed. Had the five received an alert a few minutes ago, and had they all run to the cylinder chamber? That was Cade’s bet. This was a huge complex, and huge complexes often had sub-stations. 
 
    “There,” the guard panted. “That’s the door. It’s locked, though.” 
 
    “You’re going to open it.” 
 
    The guard hesitated a second before he took out his ID and showed it before an electronic eye. The door opened—Cade shoved the guard through so the man stumbled. Shots rang out from within. The guard crumpled. Then a man shouted from within saying they’d shot Hendricks by mistake. 
 
    Cade rushed into the room firing. Three guards with guns went down with bullets in their heads. Cade kept going, finding several attached rooms, but there were no more people. Counting those back in the cylinder chamber, this sub-station must have held eight guards. 
 
    Cade didn’t check the dead men. There was no need and no time. He found a console of screens in the back room with camera shots from many different corridors and chambers. He studied the video pictures intently, and one of the camera shots focused his attention. 
 
    Yes, yes, this was interesting indeed. 
 
    He manipulated a keyboard. The controls were similar to the Descartes’s sensor equipment. Suddenly, the entire row of screens flickered, flickered again and shut down. 
 
    Did that mean the cameras were on the fritz or had some master control specialist elsewhere seen him in the sub-station and shut off his access to the cameras? 
 
    If that was true, they were already closing in again. Cade ran to the dead guards in the other room. He couldn’t run around half-naked anymore. That meant fitting into one of their uniforms. 
 
    This was bad. He was running out of time. Cade muttered a curse and started stripping the man he chose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade sprinted down large, brightly lit corridors. He wore an uncomfortable uniform that was far too tight. The shoes worked better. He also wore a military cap, but lacked any communication devices. He’d already ripped the back of the uniform by flexing his muscles too strenuously. He couldn’t help that. 
 
    He knew where he was in relation to the cylinder chamber, the guard sub-station and the chamber he’d seen on one of the screens. He turned left into a new corridor and slid to a halt before the door. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    He pulled out the guard’s ID and tapped it over the electronic eye. It worked. The door opened. 
 
    Cade rushed into the chamber. Two techs whirled around in surprise. He could have shot them, but he didn’t want to kill more people if he could help it. 
 
    “No,” one of them said. “Please don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Listen close,” Cade snarled. “Show me how to get the obedience chips into my hands.” 
 
    The pleader shook his head. The other tech stared at Cade, dead-eyed. 
 
    Speed, he had to move. He couldn’t wait around to convince them. Cade lunged, with the shock baton at full power as he drew it from the holster. It zapped loudly as he stroked the side of the dead-eyed tech’s head. 
 
    The man went down hard, thudding onto the floor. 
 
    Cade faced the pleader, pointing the shock baton at him. The end actually smoked. Grinning evilly, Cade advanced. “You’re next, buddy. You want to go night-night with your friend?” 
 
    “Please, no,” the pleader moaned. 
 
    “Then show me how to get the obedience chips.” 
 
    The tech swallowed hard, looking at a console behind him. 
 
    “Last chance,” Cade said. “But I’m not going to knock you out like I did your friend. I’m going to kill you.” He holstered the baton and drew the gun. “That’s fine with me anyway. You’re pissing me off and—” 
 
    “No! I’ll do it.” The tech whirled around and began to manipulate the console. 
 
    A few seconds later, on the far wall, five slots opened one after another. At each slot, a tongue of metal extruded. Upon each in padding was a cyborg obedience chip. 
 
    Cade moved swiftly, putting the five chips into his right pants pocket. “I want them all,” he said. 
 
    The tech started shaking his head. “How many do you think Earth has?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Twenty at most,” the tech said. “I think the actual number is eighteen.” 
 
    “And I have five of them.” 
 
    “Please reconsider. The chips are priceless—” 
 
    As the man spoke, Cade holstered the gun and yanked out the baton, hitting and shocking the tech, dropping him unconscious onto the floor. He hadn’t done it out of malice, but so the tech couldn’t warn others too soon after he left. 
 
    He had five cyborg obedience chips. When he had a moment, he would destroy them. Now was not the moment, though. He had to keep running. He had to stay free. Maybe attacking the guard sub-station had bought him a few more minutes. He had to get out of this area so he could plan. He had something Director Titus wanted— 
 
    I have to stay free. 
 
    Once more, Cade looked at the unconscious techs. 
 
    Go! 
 
    Cade did just that, sprinting for the door. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Five 
 
      
 
    Cade ran down a corridor as he listened intently. He was sure cameras watched him. Could he have gotten lucky enough to sabotage the entire security system from the sub-station? Had that been why the screens went down? It seemed unlikely. The one thing that made him believe it might be so, though, was that his enemies hadn’t flooded the corridors with knockout gas. 
 
    He’d gotten a break, but he needed more—Cade turned a corner and came upon a door. This one opened when he tried. It was the first time since the guard’s ID had opened the chip chamber. He entered a large closet that contained janitorial equipment. That figured. 
 
    He closed the door behind him and examined the shelves. Maybe he could find something to—hello, look at that. There was a gray pair of overalls in back, some t-shirts and boots. Whoever did the janitorial work around here must be a big boy. 
 
    Cade tore off his ill-fitting uniform and put on the janitor clothes, including the boots, which fit just fine, thank you. He felt so much better in clothes that fit. 
 
    He heard—Cade put an ear against the door. The sound got louder and then became obvious. Boots, men wearing boots raced past. They must be security people. The Earth people were finally reacting to him. He kept listening at the door as the sounds drifted away. 
 
    Cade counted to ten and yanked open the door. He hurried in the other direction, hoping a second detail didn’t show up behind the first. He carried a big old mop in his right hand and a spray bottle in the left. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it might give him a second— 
 
    “What are you doing?” an officer shouted. 
 
    The words surprised Cade as he turned another corner. He expected them to fire at him. Then the officer’s question penetrated Cade’s thinking. 
 
    “Get over here, you fool,” the officer shouted. 
 
    Before starting out of the closet, Cade had put the janitor hat low over his eyes and had hunched his head as he ran. He saw an officer in a brown uniform commanding two sets of men manning portable lasers, he would guess. They were using heavy lasers against him? That seemed like overkill. Each laser had a shooter and two attendants flicking tabs and studying readings. Behind the heavy weapons teams stood seven MPs wearing the ubiquitous brown uniform. These guys had blue helmets and holstered sidearms. 
 
    “Didn’t you see the military detail pass you?” the officer shouted. 
 
    Cade hadn’t said anything yet, just hurried to the checkpoint in the large corridor, trying to appear as if he was frightened of them. 
 
    “I’m talking to you,” the officer said. 
 
    Cade shook his head, shuffling toward them, almost reaching them. 
 
    “Idiot,” the officer said. 
 
    Cade wondered if he should attempt to subdue the lot of them: seven MPs, six heavy weapons men and one officer. Could he take them out before they wounded or killed him? 
 
    “Did you see anyone, you idiot?” the officer asked. 
 
    “No,” Cade said hoarsely. 
 
    Cade slid past the heavy weapons teams and began pushing through the MPs. He kept his head down and hunched his shoulders, but he towered over all of them. 
 
    “What’s your name?” one of the MPs asked. 
 
    Cade could feel the weapons officer turn to look back at him. 
 
    The officer made a tactical error then. He spoke before he acted. “It’s him. He’s the damn Ultra. Grab him, you fools.” 
 
    Cade released the spray bottle so he could hold the metal mop-handle with two hands. He used the janitor tool like a medieval quarterstaff and started swinging short, savage blows, knocking MPs away from him. 
 
    It was awe-inspiring. He moved faster than a man should, more like a leopard in human guise. Military police shouted, screamed and went tumbling. The metal pole bent too far. Cade released it and used a baton he’d been hiding. It sizzled with stun discharges and thwacked with inhuman force. 
 
    Shots rang out. An MP howled, his chest blown open by the military officer who’d missed Cade. 
 
    Then Cade flung the baton, following up with feet and fists. He hammered, banged heads together and found another baton. Then, it was over. Not all of them were unconscious, but many were. The rest groaned from on the floor. 
 
    Cade found another baton at full charge in an MP’s holster. He walked among the bruised, zapping them until everyone was unconscious except for him. 
 
    This time, he picked up a comm unit. He debated using the heavy lasers to burn corridors and set off alarms. Yes. He rotated one and started burning, the laser slicing the wall and causing smoke to billow. He continued doing so—which tripped an alarm somewhere. It howled with urgency. 
 
    Cade ceased burning and sprinted down the corridor away from where he’d been. He started listening to comm chatter and soon learned he was in Kansas City, in a restricted area. He surmised that Kansas City consisted of subterranean tunnels and corridors. Ah-ha, this was Group Six territory. The Director was on his way. 
 
    Cade listened a little more. The Director had been interrogating—the speaker didn’t say, but he did give away where the Director had been. It was in Blue Area, Level 3, Corridor 4, Room 3. 
 
    Cade began paying closer attention to signposts painted onto the walls. In a minute, he’d oriented himself. As he did, he found another unlocked door into another damned janitor’s closet. He went into it and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Then, on instinct, he shut off his comm unit, opened it and took out the small power pack. Maybe someone somewhere could use the unit to trace his whereabouts. 
 
    As before, Cade heard men in boots rush past.  
 
    He stood in the big closet, panting, thinking, trying to come up with a plan that might work. Whom had Director Titus been interrogating? Maybe it was worth the effort to find out. 
 
    Despite his successes so far, Cade was beginning to feel lost and very alone. At least he was on Earth. Yes. He was alive and free. How he’d gotten here from where he’d last been in the 16 Cygni System—that hardly mattered. Freeing his wife and fellow soldiers was the world to him now. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Six 
 
      
 
    How to hide, being that he was a big brute of a soldier, was the question. Cade stuck to what had worked so far. He pushed a janitor’s cart down the corridors. It actually worked surprisingly well. Janitors were some of the invisible people that others hardly noticed even when they saw them. 
 
    Cade leaned low as he pushed the cart, so he didn’t seem quite the giant he was compared to the puny humans. Besides, janitors had a bad rap. If they were too big, people figured they must be dumb. Thus, Cade passed through kilometers of corridors as he pushed his cart, as klaxons blared and as the security people swarmed the areas closer to the breakout point. 
 
    Then, though, security people revived those Cade had rendered unconscious. The soldier figured that was the case, anyway. They surely asked questions and learned about the janitor disguise. 
 
    Before security people started interning janitors, Cade was sauntering farther way while wearing a white lab coat. Unfortunately, his did not fit well. Before anyone thought to look twice, he entered a lunchroom and used a shock baton to knock out five techs taking a break. 
 
    One of the techs was a big old guy, a fat man. Cade devoured the rest of the man’s lunch and donned his lab coat. It fit well. Cade didn’t bother with any extra padding as a fat-man disguise. He used the man’s ID card, though. 
 
    Cade had been switching off, using a variety of IDs that he’d picked up. Perhaps what had helped him so far was that no one had ever created such mayhem down here like this. It was on the order of inconceivable, which gave him an edge. He ranged freely, using brute force when needed. Yes, he used plain old-fashioned violence to solve his problems. If a security person asked him too pointed a question, Cade slugged him in the face. If someone shouted at him to stop, Cade did until the person reached him, and then Cade slugged him in the face. 
 
    Somewhere once, Cade had heard a lecture that said violence never solved anything. That person had been more than wrong, but a blithering fool as well. It was quite impressive the number of problems violence could solve. Now, it might not have been a nice solution, or it may not have been an elegant solution and some could argue it wasn’t an ethical solution, but it certainly solved the problem. 
 
    Why had men designed Ultras in the first place? As problem solvers—that of dealing with unconquerable cyborgs killing one world after another.  
 
    Cade finally reached the Detention Center. He was headed for the Interrogation Cells. In the lobby, guards asked why he was here. 
 
    “The Director sent me,” Cade said. 
 
    “At a time like this?” asked one. 
 
    “I’m supposed to fix the mind scanner,” Cade said in a patient voice. “It’s vitally important, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    The guards traded glances until one mumbled, “I wish they’d start telling us before sending people here. Go on in.” 
 
    Cade did just that, moving through the doors and past a checkpoint. Soon, he moved down an empty corridor. It would appear that Director Titus’s name was magic. No one wanted to anger the man. And by what Cade had seen so far, Titus was easily angered. 
 
    He dealt with two fools showing up who asked too pointed of questions, leaving them tied and gagged in a side room. Soon thereafter, he entered the Interrogation Section and found a board that indicated who was where. Dr. Halifax was in Cell 10. The board did not say why the sly Canidae Vulpes was there, but there he was just the same. 
 
    Cade moved down the halls, kept his opinions to himself when he saw someone who didn’t ask what he was doing here and finally reached Cell Number 10. 
 
    Cade peered through a two-way mirror and saw Halifax pacing back and forth as he wrung his hands. The olive-skinned doctor looked worried and kept shaking his head. 
 
    Cade pressed a switch and opened the door. “You,” he said gruffly. “Come here.” 
 
    Halifax whirled around, staring at him with real fear. “Look, I want to help, I really…” Halifax began blinking and frowning at him. 
 
    “Get over here now,” Cade said gruffly. 
 
    “Cade? That can’t be you. They have you—Cade,” Halifax hissed, hurrying to the door. 
 
    Cade stepped aside. 
 
    “You giant oaf,” Halifax said, taking a hand and pumping it. “I can’t believe this. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Running,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax looked both ways down the hall. “Did you escape?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But…how did you possibly find me, and why isn’t anyone stopping you in here?” 
 
    Cade grabbed the talkative Halifax by an arm and hustled him down the hall. The smaller man had the good sense to quit talking. Finally, Cade shoved him into a break room where several people lay unconscious on the floor. 
 
    Halifax stopped short and started at Cade. “Are you busting everyone you see?” 
 
    “Everyone giving me shit.” 
 
    Halifax laughed, although he clapped his hands over his mouth as one of the unconscious men began to stir. 
 
    Cade stepped up to the man and touched a baton against the exposed neck. A loud zap sounded. The man jerked awake and then immediately collapsed as the shock rendered him unconscious once again. 
 
    “Brutal,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade shrugged. He did what he had to, nothing more or less. 
 
    Halifax shook his head, went to a break-room table and sat on a chair. He peered at a wall, his eyebrows twitching and then causing a furrowed vertical line between his eyes. He shook his head again. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Cade said. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, thinking, trying to think. We’re in it thick, Cade. I don’t…” Halifax faced him. “Something the Director said to me earlier. It makes me think Quillian is here too. I mean in the Detention Center.” 
 
    “Who’s Quillian?” 
 
    “Remember the woman running Roguskhoi Metals in Garwiy?” 
 
    “The G6 station front in the Octagon Tower?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That woman is here?” 
 
    “She was also on Saint Louis Planet. Quillian never left it like the station head said, but watched us—look, none of that matters this instant. I can fill you in later. Right now, we—” 
 
    “Wait,” Cade said, interrupting. “Quillian: I saw her name on the board. You’re right about her being here. She’s in Cell Eight.” 
 
    “We need her. She has more knowledge about Earth and the Director than I possess.” 
 
    “Why is she in Cell Eight?” 
 
    “Haven’t a clue,” Halifax said. “Do we get her or not?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Cade said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The more Halifax told Cade about Leona Quillian, the more Cade realized she might be just what he needed. The woman was dangerous, however, even to an Ultra soldier. 
 
    How to deal with her was the question. 
 
    Cade made up his mind as they hurried down the corridor. Through a two-way mirror, he saw dark-haired Quillian lying on her bunk staring up at the ceiling. He was dealing with possibly the most dangerous people he ever had. There was a more important point, though. Titus held his wife and friends. Director Titus had used and would continue to use Ultras in hideous ways, through cyborg obedience-chip mind control. What would he do to thwart that other than destroy the five chips in his pocket? 
 
    It would be good to get his hands on the rest of the obedience chips, but that might not be possible. One thing he did know. He would kill if he had to. Would he kill a woman? Yes. Would he destroy a world? If that was the only way to rescue his wife and friends, yes, he would. Were his wife and friends worth billions of people? 
 
    They are to me. That meant Cade would do whatever he needed to win. 
 
    “Right,” Cade said. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Halifax. 
 
    “Wait here.” Cade opened the door and stepped into the small cell. 
 
    Quillian looked up. “Oh, it’s you. Yeah, this is a surprise. If you kill me, do you think that will help you—?” 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Quillian raised her eyebrows before she swung around, sitting on the bunk with her feet on the floor. 
 
    “Do you remember when I shot you full of knockout needles in your office in Garwiy?” 
 
    “Of course,” Quillian said, as she watched him closely. 
 
    Cade pulled out a gun, aiming it at her. “This one has bullets.” 
 
    “I get it. You’ll kill me if I don’t cooperate. I can see you’re telling the truth too.” Quillian tilted her head to the left. “What if I tell you it doesn’t matter to me if I die?” 
 
    Cade started to put pressure on the trigger— 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind!” Quillian shot to her feet. “Yes. The Director—” She shook her head as if arguing with herself. “I don’t have a choice in this. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Well, this is the truth. We have to leave the security area without anyone spotting us. How do you propose to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Cade said. “It’s your call. But know this: if they find us, I’ll make sure to kill you first.” 
 
    “You realize none of this is my fault.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with anyone’s fault,” Cade said. “It’s to motivate you. I’m going to win, or we’re all going to die trying. Nothing else matters to me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe that. You want to save your wife and—” Quillian scowled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cade said. “You didn’t want me to know you knew my goal. You let the cat out of the bag… But I’m not sure that’s true. You’re likely worse than Halifax and are already playing games, and that was part of it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Halifax said. He’d been holding the door open a crack, no doubt listening. “Cade, we can’t trust her—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Cade told him before facing Quillian again. “I need plan that will work. Get us out of here. Then we’ll make the final decisions.” 
 
    “What’s in it for me?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “Life and whatever you can extort out of the Director after I get my wife and friends.” 
 
    “If you somehow get your Ultra friends, you’re going to have to leave Earth and go to ground somewhere else.” 
 
    “We’ll worry about that part later,” Cade said. “We need a safe place so we can plan, so we can find where they’re storing my wife.” 
 
    “You do realize the entire planet is honeycombed with tunnels,” Quillian said. 
 
    “No more stalling.” 
 
    Quillian eyed the gun aimed at her midsection. “All right, a plan. I have one, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “We’re not going to get away how you’re thinking,” Quillian said. “That you’re here shows me what must have happened. You went straight into the thick of it instead of trying to hide. I don’t know how you managed that with cameras and security…unless someone shut down the cameras. Yeah, you have to have an insider for this to be working.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Cade said. 
 
    “I know the Director. I know this place, as I worked here in my youth. That you’re here should be impossible. I’ve been trying to understand how you did it.” Quillian pinched her lower lip. “Everyone must be unbalanced, and you’ve had help in security like I said. But Director Titus is going to put a stop to that fast. He’ll start giving orders and figuring out the answer.” Quillian released her lip and began nodding. “Before that happens, you need to have a gun against his head. It’s the only way to negotiate with the Director. I couldn’t do it, because he wouldn’t believe that I’d suicide if he doesn’t give me what I want. With you, though—I think the Director is at least as good a judge of people as I am. He’ll recognize your resolve. That’s the ticket to winning for you—that and reaching Titus before he surrounds himself with enough security that even you couldn’t reach him.” 
 
    “Balls out to the finish, eh?” Cade asked. 
 
    “You have them off balance. How else could you have made it this far? Where did you start?” 
 
    “In a cylinder full of green water.” 
 
    Quillian frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The techs let me out of the cylinder after I started drowning.” 
 
    Quillian held the frown, staring at him. 
 
    “I pulled off the breathing mask,” Cade said. 
 
    Halifax swore in wonder. He’d seen the setup many years ago and must have realized Cade’s desperation to do what he had. 
 
    Quillian laughed darkly. “I was right. You shocked the techs. They must have pulled you out of the water and revived you, terrified you’d die. Someone must have alerted security, but they did the wrong thing. You exploited that. That must be one of your Ultra powers. You’re a creature of war, of chaos and the battlefield. When everyone else is panicking, you’re thinking clearly and quickly. Yeah. Yeah. We have to reach Titus before the shock wears off.” 
 
    “First off,” Halifax said. “Where is the Director?” 
 
    “How would I know that?” Quillian asked. 
 
    Cade holstered his gun and took out the comm unit and power pack. He opened the unit up and reinserted the pack. Then he powered up the unit. “Catch,” he said. 
 
    Quillian caught the comm device. 
 
    “Listen to them,” Cade said. 
 
    Quillian stared at him again. “You’re not worried I might try to whisper to them.” 
 
    “Sure, I am,” Cade said. “So, I’ll tell you what. You warn them, and I’ll shoot you. Even if they shoot me, I’ll stay alive long enough to pump you full of bullets.” 
 
    Quillian nodded as she stared into his eyes. “You’re a man, a real man. You dominate the situation. That is highly erotic. Did you know that?” 
 
    “Give me a break,” Halifax said. “Cade isn’t going to fall for that.” 
 
    Quillian shook her head. “I know. Yes,” she told Cade. “I’ll do as you ask.” She put the comm unit to her right ear and started listening. “Chaos,” she said a few seconds later. “They’re confused, shouting at each other, wondering how you went to ground like you did. And I was right: the cameras are out, and they don’t know why.” She turned pale and whispered, “the Director is talking. He’s—” Quillian looked up. “You need uniforms for all three of us. Guard uniforms would be best.” 
 
    “There are guards in the detention lobby,” Cade said. 
 
    “Subdue them and take their uniforms. Then we’re going to join the manhunt. It doesn’t really matter where you put the gun to his head, just that you’re able to do it.” 
 
    “Yes, it matters,” Cade said. “I have to have a spot where they can’t get off a shot at me.” 
 
    “Once you have the Director, you mean,” she said. 
 
    “Once we’re bargaining,” Cade agreed. 
 
    “Damn. This is exciting. But the Director won’t ever trust me again.” 
 
    “You were in Cell Eight,” Cade said. “The Director already distrusts you.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Like I said, Quillian, you can keep what you can negotiate from the man. I want my wife and friends, and a place to hide off-Earth. The rest—you can have the rest.” 
 
    “Do you know where we’re at?” Quillian asked. 
 
    “The Detention Center in the Kansas City security area,” Cade said. 
 
    “No,” Quillian said. “We’re up Shit Creek without a paddle. But damn, you’re probably the strongest swimmer in the universe. We need those uniforms.” 
 
    “Don’t trust her, Cade. She’s up to something.” 
 
    Cade nodded. Halifax was right, but so was Quillian. It was time to roll the dice one more time and see if he could finish what he’d started. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Twenty-one minutes later, Cade led Quillian and Halifax down a corridor. They each wore a guard’s uniform complete with holstered guns and batons. They’d been on the prowl for six minutes already and hadn’t seen anyone yet. 
 
    “Is it just me,” Quillian said. “Or does something feel off about this?” 
 
    Cade’s hackles had risen a few seconds earlier. He whirled around to face Quillian. “Is this a trap?” 
 
    “If it is,” she said, “it isn’t my doing.” 
 
    “She’s a liar, Cade.” 
 
    “I do lie sometimes,” Quillian said. “But I’m not lying now. I have no incentive. Cade has already assured me he’ll kill me if anything goes wrong. I have no doubts concerning his ability or resolve to do just that.” 
 
    Cade squinted at her. She hadn’t said that for his or Halifax’s benefit, but for someone else’s. Then it dawned on him. “Game’s over before it began, huh?” He drew his gun, aimed at Quillian— 
 
    “I wish you’d wait a moment,” a voice said from the ceiling, from a hidden speaker. 
 
    Cade studied Quillian. She stared into his eyes as if seeing life for the first time. A hint of fear was in hers and she started blinking and didn’t seem to be able to stop. 
 
    “Please…” Quillian whispered. “I had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “What is it then?” asked Cade. 
 
    “Director Titus set you up.” 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Quillian said. 
 
    “She’s wrong,” a man’s voice said from a ceiling speaker. “I set up no one. But once you drowned…I gave you an opportunity to show me what you could do, nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s the Director speaking,” Quillian said, her shoulders slumping. 
 
    “What are you talking about, giving me a chance?” Cade said to the ceiling. 
 
    “When you overpowered the security detail in the cylinder chamber,” Titus said. “I wanted to know what more you could do if given a chance.” 
 
    “You prepped everyone?” asked Cade. 
 
    “On no,” Titus said. “You were on your own. It was a remarkable performance, yes, quite remarkable indeed. In case you’re interested, you hardened my resolve to use Ultras. I never knew you were that good. It was truly amazing and enlightening.” 
 
    Cade stared at Quillian, noted her fear, and realized she didn’t have anything to do with this. He wasn’t sure he fully believed the Director, though, about letting him get away with some of this. Still…he holstered the gun. Forget about Quillian. She doesn’t matter. What did matter was dealing with Director Titus. Before Cade could think it through, he said, “It’s wrong putting obedience chips in us.” 
 
    “You’re saying it’s an ineffective strategy?” Titus asked. 
 
    “No. I’m saying it’s morally repugnant.” 
 
    “Ah,” Titus said. “You have a primitive worldview. That makes sense. You’re a soldier. Honor is critical, is it not?” 
 
    “Ultras are people. We’re not robots and shouldn’t be used as robots.” 
 
    “Should, should, who cares anything about should? I expected more from you, but maybe I’m thinking about this wrong. You’re a fantastic soldier. Yes. You excel in your area of expertise and I in mine. Well…in that case, I have a proposal for you. Surrender and I’ll let you see your wife before you start your next mission.” 
 
    A fiery rage burst into life within Cade. Raina was close, maybe even in the corridors. He could see her again, talk to and touch her, and then Titus and his minions would snatch her from him as they surgically inserted another brain chip into his cranium. He would be a slave for the rest of his existence. No doubt, Raina and the others would follow suit. Cade wanted to bellow his rage, to rave at Titus, and then stick the gun to his own head and end it. But if he did that, he’d never see his wife again. He would leave his friends in captivity to this monster. 
 
    “I have a counter-proposal,” Cade said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Yes?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Release my wife and friends, and I’ll freely tell you everything I learned out there.” Cade glanced at Quillian before regarding the ceiling speaker. “I’ve found a cloner, which means a cloning machine.” 
 
    “Cloning is a fantasy,” Titus said. 
 
    “Wrong,” Cade said. “It’s reality and I’ve seen it up close and personal.” 
 
    “You can actually prove this?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “And you know where to get this cloning machine?” Titus asked. 
 
    “I don’t, but I know who does.” 
 
    “Well, that is interesting if it could be true,” Titus said. “Since I doubt the existence of such a machine, it holds little weight against my having you Ultras. Do you have anything else to offer?” 
 
    “The biggest thing so far,” Cade said. “I’ve learned there’s a Web-Mind in existence. It had a lurker and cyborg crew and was trying to acquire more cyborg weaponry. The secret tech company is one of its fronts, which means it has androids hidden among men.” 
 
    “I already know about the androids and the secret tech company,” Titus said. “This Web-Mind…it’s more of your phantasms that you’re trying to conjure as bargaining levers.” 
 
    “We have to run,” Quillian whispered to Cade. 
 
    “My dear Quillian,” Titus said, “that is a meaningless suggestion. I can gas the corridors at any time. Besides, throngs of security personnel have already maneuvered into position. You’re trapped, all three of you. I must say that I’m displeased with you, Dr. Halifax, as you seemed to have changed allegiance. And you, Quillian, could Cade have been referring to you as the clone expert?” 
 
    “Actually, Quillian is the cloner,” Cade said, drawing his gun again. “But a bullet through her head will end any possibility of you acquiring her cloning machine.” 
 
    “It would make it more difficult to acquire, I grant you,” Titus said. “I don’t know about impossible.” 
 
    “I can put a bullet through my own head as well,” Cade said. 
 
    “For what possible reason?” asked Titus. 
 
    “So I can escape your slavery.” 
 
    “Yes…” Titus said a moment later. “You could do those things. And I don’t doubt you have the resolve. What you threaten will generate a bit of trouble for me, but nothing I can’t surmount. I will have the others we found in the sleeper ship. You will have taught me some useful lessons in dealing with those Ultras.” 
 
    “Director,” Cade said, re-holstering the gun and realizing something else. “You’re missing the greater point. The cyborgs are out there. Oh, they’re in the larva stage, with possibly only a single Web-Mind. But the cyborgs are stirring once more. At the same time, you’re trying to build an interstellar spy network in lieu of having a fleet of starships. The cyborgs will smash your spy rings as they flood the Concord with their vile troopers. Once they learn how to manufacture convertors again, it will be over for humanity, over for Old Earth and over for you and your perverted dream.” 
 
    “That’s one point of view, certainly,” Titus said. 
 
    “No. That’s the cold truth. Remember, I fought the cyborgs. I know what it’s really like. You’re making a stupid mistake to think you can use their obedience chips with a handful of Ultras to change the outcome. You have one hope, and that’s to convince your handful of Ultras to help you against the cyborgs. Instead of working against the Concord, you need to unite with them against the terrible enemy that is about to surge up.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Titus said. “As you pointed out, the cyborgs are in the larva stage. We need merely find their hideouts and obliterate them.” 
 
    Cade laughed bleakly. “I agree the cyborgs are beatable at the moment. But you’re working against the Concord, against the Patrol. That will give the Web-Mind time to hatch better schemes and build up. You’re falling for the oldest gimmick in existence. Divided you fall, united we stand. Don’t give the Web-Mind the time it needs to entrench until you have a new Cyborg War on your hands. By then it will be too late.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Titus said. “You may have a point about burning out the cyborgs before they grow. I hadn’t known about the free Web-Mind. The lurker suggests you’re right about that. Still, it doesn’t change my overall objective. Besides, how could a handful of Ultras freely aiding Earth make any difference?” 
 
    “Think about what Jack Brune did on Helos all these years. He worked with an obedience chip in his mind all that time. Consider what I was able to accomplish in a much shorter time. I worked with my free will and resolve intact.” 
 
    “You were the better man is all,” Titus said. 
 
    “No. I knew Force Leader Brune in the old days. He was just as effective as I was. The difference was that he was a neutered slave with the chip, and I was a free man with a burning objective. Give Ultras burning objectives. Don’t divide them against themselves with an obedience chip coercing them and think to accomplish miracles with them.” 
 
    “You are impassioned,” Titus said. “I will give you that.” 
 
    “You watched me, you said. You saw what an Ultra can do. He can’t do that with a brain chip in him. I’ve fought the zombies during the War.” 
 
    “Zombies?” Titus asked. 
 
    “That was what we called humans with inserted obedience chips. The cyborg troopers would drop onto a world and grab hundreds of thousands, implanting the obedience chips into them and sending the hordes at us, to wear us down. The people were zombies, never using their full capabilities against us. That was what you’re suggesting.” Cade shook his head. “Using Ultras with obedience chips is bound to fail, especially now as the Patrol knows what you’ve been doing.” 
 
    “The Patrol has known about Group Six for some time.” 
 
    Cade laughed. “Do you know how Halifax and I paid our way across the Concord?” 
 
    Halifax started shaking his head, making hand motions for Cade’s attention. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me,” Titus said. 
 
    “We raided G6 stations,” Cade said. “We left a trail of them from here to Avalon IV. Your spy network is much less effective than you think. Now that Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld knows the extent of your network—” 
 
    “Who is she?” Titus said. 
 
    “A Patrol chief arbiter,” Cade said. “We worked together, quite effectively, too. We thwarted the cyborgs in the Therduim System. I also gave her information about Group Six as my payment in lieu of coin.” 
 
    “Are you trying to anger me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you see,” Cade said. “You distrust free will. I understand. But motivated people can do so much more than frightened slaves. Look at yourself as an example. You have free will and a burning desire. Look at what you’ve done. Could a mind-controlled Director Titus have done all that?” 
 
    “I suppose not…” Titus said. 
 
    “You can’t maintain a highly effective interstellar spy network unless you create an organization of impassioned case officers. For that, you need a burning goal. I’m giving that to you. This is about more than making Earth great again, but about saving humanity from the grim cyborg scourge.” 
 
    “One lurker greatly frightened you, I see.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what greatly frightened me, seeing regular men digging up old cyborg tech on Therduim III.” Cade blinked in astonishment. “That’s not all. Don’t you see? You’re just like them. They found a cyborg mind scanner on Therduim III. They threatened to use it on Halifax and me. They also found a convertor, a machine that tears people apart and reconfigures them as cyborg troopers. In the normal human quest for power, people end up reviving cyborgs. They believe that they’re smart enough to use the tech for their own benefit, their own power. They figure they’re different from the operators in the past. But it’s never different. In the end, a cunning man, a powerful man and a fool all do the same thing: revive the cyborgs by accident.” 
 
    “You’ve grown tedious, Mr. Cade.” 
 
    Cade nodded. “I know. You think you’re smarter than that. But you’re not, not if you think the risk is worth the reward. You’re using obedience chips as you’re searching for ways to improve Earth’s position in the universe. The trouble is, because of you, the cyborgs are going to rise again.” 
 
    Cade’s mouth opened as a new revelation struck him. This was so incredibly huge it awed him. He blinked, blinked again and worked at getting control of his emotions. Why hadn’t he seen this before? Get it together, Cade. This is the moment. Soon, he stared intently at the ceiling speaker. “I get it. I finally see it.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about now?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Why I came across time.” Cade laughed bleakly. “Don’t you see? We’re here to help you, to give you a chance. We Ultras beat the cyborgs. You need us. We won’t be effective enough to help as slaves, but as teachers, as soldiers, we can help you root out the remaining cyborgs before they multiply, and finish the war before it ignites again. Don’t you understand, Director? That was why our sleeper ship had whatever malfunction it did. Call it fate, God or a lucky break. It doesn’t matter what name you give it, but this era has been given a gift.” 
 
    “You Ultras are the gift?” asked Titus. 
 
    “Yes. We’re the cyborg killers. You only need a handful of us because right now the cyborgs in hiding haven’t spread and grown…yet.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I’m making the assumption because otherwise the cyborgs would have moved openly against humanity.” 
 
    “I had no idea you were an idealist. In my eyes, it makes you less trustworthy.” 
 
    “You’re an idealist, too, Director. You strive to revive Old Earth. Your means are ugly, but who am I to talk? I’m a stone-cold killer.” He grinned wolfishly. “Especially when I’m motivated.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, two, three. Then, “I do not believe in divine Providence,” Titus said. “There is probability and chance, desire and hard work. And opportunity. Your sleeper ship full of Ultras was lucky opportunity, nothing more; one that I’ve had the good sense to grasp.” 
 
    “Fine,” Cade said. “Think of it as a lucky break if you want. I don’t care. You can utilize us effectively or with less skill, minimizing our effect or maximizing it. The choice is yours, Director. History hangs in the balance by what you decide here. Your choice could be the difference between Homo sapiens filling the galaxy or Genus Cyborgus.” 
 
    “You do like to hear yourself talk, don’t you, Mr. Cade?” 
 
    “You like to pose as a hard-eyed cynic. I don’t know why. I’m offering you a chance at real greatness and a chance at solving the worst problem that has plagued humanity for thousands of years. Why are you afraid to expand your vision and accept an alliance with us?” 
 
    “Now you want an alliance?” Titus said, sounding amused. 
 
    “Yes! I will fight with you as a free man, and I will fight against you with all my might as a slave.” 
 
    “You won’t know the difference with the obedience chip in your brain.” 
 
    Cade turned to Halifax. “Doctor, is that true?” 
 
    Halifax stared wide-eyed at Cade. Then Halifax squinted as he stared up at the ceiling speaker. “Cade evidenced an inner struggle, sir, before breaking free of the chip’s control.” 
 
    “How did you break free?” Titus asked. 
 
    “The Web-Mind on Avalon IV had the chip removed from my brain,” Cade said. “Before that, I struggled against the chip’s control, often dreaming of my old life. Eventually I was able to rebel.” 
 
    “According to the report I read,” Titus said, “there was a nuclear explosion on Avalon IV.” 
 
    “That was after I’d already exterminated the Web-Mind,” Cade said. “The secret tech company people dropped the nuke. I haven’t begun to tell you about the pocket universe and the Rhunes we found there.” 
 
    “What, pray tell, are Rhunes?” 
 
    “A different form of cyborg,” Cade said. “We sent the one to a different dimension. We’re fairly certain the free Web-Mind is seeking us because of our knowledge about the vortex in the Vellani Rift that leads to this pocket universe. There happens to be a large cyborg vessel in there trapped behind a strange field.” 
 
    A few seconds passed in silence. “You may not believe this,” Titus said. “But you’re actually beginning to intrigue me. However, I have a—” 
 
    “Oh!” Cade said. 
 
    “What now?” asked Titus. 
 
    Cade happened to have put a hand into a pocket. He felt the cyborg obedience-chips there. How had he forgotten about them? He took them out and dropped each separately on the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Titus said. 
 
    “You can see us, eh?” Cade said. “Good. Now watch this.” 
 
    “No, stop!” Titus shouted. 
 
    Cade stomped on and crushed each high-tech obedience chip, using his boot heel. He ground his heel against each, making sure to have destroyed all five.  “Let’s see,” Cade said, looking up. “You had eighteen obedience chips. With these five gone, you only have thirteen left. I’m thinking they’re rather hard to find.” 
 
    “I won’t ask you why you did that,” Titus said in a hollow voice. “I will say this: it was a mistake. I can use the thirteen to accomplish what I need. Now, however, you’ve hardened my resolve against you.” 
 
    “If you’re a slave master, I’m dead-set against you, Director. That’s what the cyborgs represent, enslavement. There’s an old, old saying that applies to us Ultras. ‘Give me liberty or give me death.’ I’m guessing you’ve made your choice.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have destroyed the chips.” 
 
    “It felt good crushing them. And that’s an example of how I’ll continue to fight against you. The other Ultras will as well. Think about it. Think about what I’ve done here. Your spy organization needs Ultras with free will. Your—” 
 
    Cade stopped speaking, as he saw a lone man walking down the corridor toward them. The man was tall for a regular human, had a white suit, white hair and thick, black-rimmed glasses. 
 
    “It’s the Director,” Quillian said, sounding astounded. “I wonder what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Wait here,” Cade said. “I’m going to find out.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Cade halted two meters from Director G.T. Titus. The man was older than he’d expected, and there was a tired expression in his eyes. From his new location in the corridor, Cade saw others farther away. They wore brown uniforms with blue helmets, about fifteen police or guards. Each of them held a gun, although none of them aimed this way but held the weapon down by his leg. 
 
    “Marcus Cade,” Titus said. “You’re bigger in person.” 
 
    “Director, I’ve come a long way to meet you.” 
 
    “To demand your wife from me?” asked Titus. 
 
    “I yearn to free her, that’s true.” 
 
    “You dodged the question, I notice.” 
 
    “Is that important?” Cade asked. “We’re face to face. You have courage to talk to me like this, and I respect that.” 
 
    “I don’t know about courage,” Titus said. “You see—” He reached back and snapped his fingers. 
 
    The others down the corridor couldn’t have heard the snapping, but they obviously saw the gesture. There was motion among the blue-helmeted guards until they parted. A tall golden-haired beauty in a yellow dress stepped up. Two guards held her arms behind her. 
 
    A thrill went through Cade. He could hardly believe what he saw. Raina had survived the long odyssey through time. She was alive. He saw that with his own eyes. She was there— 
 
    “Raina!” he shouted. 
 
    “Marcus!” she shouted, trying to bring her arms up, perhaps to wave to him. The two guards restrained her. 
 
    The emotions Cade had felt earlier paled to what he felt now. His dear princess of a wife was down the corridor and men dared touch her. His vision swam as murder-lust raged against the intense desire to run to his beloved and swoop her up into his arms. 
 
    “What’s she worth to you, Cade?” 
 
    Cade hardly heard the Director. He felt cold and elated all at once. He felt surreal, as if he floated in a null-zone. 
 
    “You didn’t just destroy part of my brain-chip supply,” Titus said. “You destroyed all the working ones. The other thirteen—the techs are attempting to repair them. So far, those chips have proven useless.” 
 
    “What?” Cade said, as he stared at Raina. 
 
    “Look at me,” Titus said. 
 
    Something about the Director’s intensity—through force of will, Cade tore his gaze from Raina to glare at the Director. The man watched him closely. 
 
    “You destroyed my means to using the Ultras,” Titus said. “You’re all useless to me until I find workable obedience chips.” 
 
    “No,” Cade said thickly. “My offer still stands. Make a fair deal with us, and you’ll have our help. I hate the cyborgs. I’m willing to forget the past and work with you, if it means destroying the greater enemy.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not making promises under duress that you’ll break at the first opportunity?” 
 
    Cade scoffed. “The easiest way to find out is to give me a ship and my comrades. Then, make the deal again and see what we do.” 
 
    “Let you go without any assurances or a way to rein you in?” 
 
    “Director,” Cade said, glancing at his wife. He yearned to run to her. He closed his eyes and forced himself to concentrate. Here it was, the moment of truth. If he won, he could be with Raina in another few minutes. If he failed, he would kill everyone in the corridor in an attempt to reach her. He would die in his wife’s arms or— 
 
    “Mr. Cade, I’m still here.” 
 
    Cade opened his eyes. If ever he needed to concentrate, this was the moment. Thus, he forced himself to forget about his love down the corridor. He was dealing with Director G.T. Titus, possibly the most ruthless, driven human alive. If he could convince the man…he might win his greatest desire, to be reunited with Raina. 
 
    Cade breathed deeply, trying to calm himself. He breathed deeply again, holding it and slowly exhaling. Director Titus… 
 
    “This is never going to work if you can’t ever trust anyone,” Cade said. 
 
    “You have a point,” Titus said. “I’m decidedly short on trust.” 
 
    Cade’s eyes narrowed. Here was the sticking point. In many ways, they had the same objective, but a manipulative man like Titus surely believed that everyone was trying to deceive him. How could he change that so they could work together? 
 
    “You wish to defeat the cyborgs, right?” said Cade. 
 
    Titus just stared at him. 
 
    “You’re going to have to learn to trust, at least a little, if you want to crush the enemy.” 
 
    “Perhaps you really believe that,” Titus said. “I’ve found the opposite to be true and worked tirelessly to shield myself from having to trust anyone. But, since you’re high on the belief, I’ll tell you what. I have an offer, a way out of our impasse. You trust me. You go on a mission as a free-will individual, proving yourself to me, and then I’ll let you see your wife again.” 
 
    “No deal,” Cade said, as he envisioned hitting Titus in the face as hard as he could. “You enslaved me, Director, and you did it in the worst way possible. You put a cyborg obedience chip in my brain, me, an Ultra who fought the cyborgs his whole life. I ought to kill you for what you did. But I have a bigger goal and thus am willing to forgo the pleasure. Such being the case, you’re the one who has to show some trust, or we can finish this now and—” Cade forced himself to quit talking, lest he say too much and start the killing spree that would end with his death. 
 
    Titus turned away, his head tilted down as if he was thinking. 
 
    Cade didn’t use the opportunity to look at Raina. This was the moment, and he was concentrated on the goal of winning the Director to his point of view. Cade watched Titus, and he thought fast. “I’m a man of my word, Director. What’s more, you’ve seen me in action. You know what Ultras can do. You can have our help, have our passion as we fight the enemy. That help will likely give Old Earth the edge it needs to become great again.” 
 
    Titus grunted noncommittally. 
 
    “More importantly,” Cade said, “we can thwart the dreaded cyborgs. Humanity must unite and hunt down the enemy. The clock is ticking for us. If humanity waits too long…” 
 
    With staring eyes, Titus faced Cade. “This is hard for me.” 
 
    “As it is for me,” Cade said. “Consider: I’ve shown you trust by even contemplating this. You enslaved me, Director. But I’m willing to forget that and give you a second chance. The least you could do is reciprocate and meet me halfway.” 
 
    Titus stared at him. Titus stared as two red spots appeared on his cheeks. He stared as his breathing increased. His head swayed until he shook it. “I can’t believe this. I…I have no choice, you bastard. You destroyed the last useable chips. It’s either put you all down, shove you into cryogenic freeze, or—yes. Yes, I’ll try this your way and see what happens. If you double-cross me, Cade—” 
 
    “Later,” Cade said. With the goal achieved, his fierce mental control slipped and the need to touch Raina overwhelmed him. He slapped the Director on the shoulder as he strode past the man. 
 
    Then Marcus Cade began to run and then sprint toward his wife. Maybe Titus made a motion to the guards. The two holding Raina released her. She ran toward him. 
 
    Cade’s heart thudded with desire. She was so gloriously beautiful and moved with such sublime grace. His wife ran to him, her eyes shining and mouth laughing. For years now, he’d yearned for this moment. It was actually happening. That was too wonderful for words. All the obstacles in his way—they met in the corridor. Cade swept Raina off her feet as he hugged her tightly. She felt so good. He held his dear Raina and went round and round, smelling her hair, whispering, “Raina, Raina, Raina, oh Raina, my darling, my love.” 
 
    She hugged him back, squeezing as hard as she could. “My darling, my darling,” she whispered, as tears spilled from her eyes. 
 
    Cade stopped twirling and gently set her down. The intensity of the moment—he stared into her eyes as if lasers locked them into one unit. He absorbed her presence and knew overwhelming love. It filled him. It surrounded him. He was vaguely aware of his right hand moving, touching her chin and delicately lifting her wondrous lips. Her lips parted and he saw her teeth. She was so gloriously beautiful. With joy filling him, he kissed her, and that almost proved too much. His heart thudded with such tenderness, such contentment and love. 
 
    Cade hugged his wife once more. He had done it. He’d returned to her. He had achieved his great goal and reclaimed his love, his wonderful prize, his wife. 
 
    Everything was going to be good from now on. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventy 
 
      
 
    It would have been good to leave right there, going on a second honeymoon. But they were on Old Earth, in Director Titus’s custody. They were in subterranean tunnels, free for the moment on an evil man’s whim. Cade also didn’t care to ditch his only, if highly unreliable, allies: Dr. Halifax and Leona Quillian. They’d thrown in their lot with his, and he wished to honor that. 
 
    Thus, with Raina, Halifax and Quillian, Cade and the Director, and ten muscular, hard-eyed guards, took a subway train, traveling to an even higher security area. 
 
    Cade and Raina wore black uniforms and kept their guns in open holsters. The two sat together, whispering. 
 
    “It’s really been a thousand years?” Raina asked again. 
 
    Cade nodded. He’d learned that she’d only been awake several hours. It would appear Titus had revived her because of him. Cade had also learned that seventeen stasis units torn from the old sleeper ship were in deep storage down below. Three other Ultras were on different missions, controlled by cyborg brain-chips, working under Group Six case officers. The Director had grudgingly given Cade their names and assignments. The Director had also agreed that each would go under the knife, the chips removed, once they returned to Earth. 
 
    “In doing this, I’m showing you my good faith,” Titus had said. 
 
    Halifax had whispered to Cade that there must be problems with the three. Otherwise, the Director wouldn’t have said anything about them. 
 
    In Cade’s estimation, that seemed like an astute observation. That was even more reason to gather his fellow soldiers so there would be more of them to deal with instead of just Raina and him. 
 
    Cade now squeezed Raina’s hand and stared into her eyes. “I can hardly believe this is happening.” 
 
    Raina smiled. She was even more gorgeous when she smiled. “This is so strange to me. I’m…I’m having troubling accepting I’m a thousand years from where we started. How did it happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cade said. “The important thing is that it did. We can figure out how later.” He took one of her hands, holding it, stroking it and then looking into her eyes. “Maybe we’re supposed to be in this era. Maybe our real purpose is to help humanity finally defeat the cyborgs.” 
 
    Raina nodded. “You always seek a purpose, don’t you, Marcus?” 
 
    He smiled. “Finding you has consumed me for years.” 
 
    She gripped his hands. “I keep wondering why the rest of the Ultras didn’t survive the War. I mean Ultras as a group. What happened that all Ultras died off after the War?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” Cade glanced at Titus sitting down the main aisle with his guards. Now, probably wasn’t the time to broach it with the Director. Had regular humans turned on the Ultras? Was that all ancient history? Given time, Cade planned to find out. 
 
    The subway cars halted and they filed out. They went through high-security checkpoints, the Director’s nod always enough to let them pass without formal searches. 
 
    Finally, in the company of a chief technician, they reached a dim chamber with a low thrumming sound and many machines. Technicians wearing masks moved among huge stasis cells torn many years ago from the lost sleeper ship. 
 
    Cade wanted to ask how the Director—or whomever—had chosen to awaken him several years ago. Why had Jack Brune been first? Cade sighed inwardly. That was another subject to save for later. He wanted the seventeen awake now, awake, armed and united about what they should do. 
 
    The ten security guards appeared more nervous than before. That made Cade nervous in turn. Was this a trap, a trick? But if that was true, why arm Raina and him? Why would the Director stay in their company if the guards planned treachery? 
 
    According to the chief technician, the other techs were beginning the revival process. 
 
    Noting the nervous guards, Cade rested his right hand on his holstered weapon. He whispered to Raina, telling her to watch the guards as well. 
 
    Small Dr. Halifax sidled up to him. “Do you expect treachery at this juncture?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Cade asked softly. 
 
    “Normally, on general principle, yes,” Halifax said. “Not so much with the Director in our midst. Obviously, you’d shoot him first if things go south. I’ve been wondering about something else, though, the reason I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Once the techs finish awakening the others, will you be the highest-ranked Ultra?” 
 
    Cade stared at Halifax. “I don’t know. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “If you’re not the highest ranked, will you all have to obey the one who is?” 
 
    Cade considered that, and then considered longer. In theory, Halifax was right. But there were other considerations. The main being—“The Ultra Dominion no longer exists,” Cade said. “That means ranks, as such, don’t hold the old authority.” 
 
    “Not in principle, no,” Halifax said. “But you Ultras boarded the sleeper ship to go on vacation. You and they went under as part of the old system. You’ve had years to adjust to the change. It will take them time to adjust to this new era. To them, the old ways will seem relevant. That means the highest-ranked might try to claim your authority.” 
 
    Cade shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about that.” 
 
    “That’s a strange attitude for you to hold,” Halifax said. “Start preparing for the possibility—have a contingency plan. Look, Cade, you have the Director on the ropes. He’s feeling unbalanced by what has happened. Smashing those brain chips was a master move. Reviving the rest of your buds is good thinking on your part. You need numbers. Then you need to get the hell off Earth.” 
 
    “You’re still afraid of the Director,” Cade asked. 
 
    “Hell, yes, I’m afraid,” Halifax whispered. “And you’d better watch out for Quillian, too. I’m thinking she needs to do something huge to get back into the good graces of the Director.” 
 
    “What about you? Can’t you do something huge to get on his good side?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Halifax said. “But the Director never really trusted me. I was a hired gun. He always expected me to do suspicious things. Thus, I can’t worm my way into his good graces to the same extent as Quillian.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Halifax said. “Since I’ve been you with you for years, I know how Ultras think. I would make a good liaison officer between you and the Director.” 
 
    Cade wondered if that was true. He did realize that since Halifax was trying to worm his way into a new job, he likely wouldn’t try any double-crosses—unless that was what Halifax wanted him to think. Did the doctor ask this in order to put him off his guard? Cade sighed. He would watch Halifax. Then, he began to think about ranks, about one-thousand-year-old thinking and the others being here in this new era, thrown into it like a sleeping man tossed into the middle of a cold lake. How would they respond to all this? 
 
    Each of the big units began to unlatch as mist hissed from them. The Ultras were about to wake up. 
 
    “Sir,” Cade said to Titus. “Could I have a moment alone with them?” 
 
    Titus eyed him. “You mean have us leave before they fully awaken?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What difference does having us here or not make?” Titus asked. 
 
    The ten guards grew even tenser than before. 
 
    “The soldiers are going to be disoriented for a time,” Cade said. “They might take it ill seeing armed…regulars watching them. They might take them as threats.” He glanced at the guards before regarding Titus again. “I can help them adjust faster if we’re alone, and I…ah, don’t want any accidents or problems. The others might strike out in anger at your guards. That could cause bad blood between us, which is something we should strive to avoid.” 
 
    Titus nodded thoughtfully, glanced shrewdly at Halifax and then beckoned his guards. After a few words, they filed out the door. 
 
    Several minutes later, seeing that everything was going smoothly, Cade shooed out the techs and chief as well. He let Quillian stay, however. 
 
    Once the last tech closed the chamber door, Cade went to Quillian. “Show me the camera eyes, the ones watching us.” 
 
    Quillian studied Cade as she pinched her lower lip. Finally, she shook her head and started for the door. Clearly, she was going to join the Director. 
 
    “I’d stop her if I were you,” Halifax said. 
 
    Cade didn’t. Free will, he was going to give Quillian free will because that was what he wanted for himself and the others. 
 
    “Point out the camera eyes to me, Doctor.” 
 
    Halifax began studying the ceiling and walls and start pointing them out to Cade. The soldier drew his gun and shot each camera lens one after another. He waited for someone to rush into the chamber and reprimand him. No one did. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Halifax asked. 
 
    Cade indicated the door. It stayed closed. So he nodded. Yes, it had been wise. 
 
    Just in case, Raina watched the door, her drawn gun trained on it. 
 
    Soon, Cade and Halifax helped each newly awakened Ultra sit up in his unit. The men moved sluggishly and painfully. They were sleepy-eyed and seemed dimwitted. After a thousand years of sleep, more actually, that made perfect sense. 
 
    “Is this why the Director put us in the liquid-filled cylinder units, to help us thaw out?” Cade asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Halifax said. 
 
    Fifteen more minutes passed, and the first Ultra to have awakened climbed out of his unit and stood, looking around until he stared at Cade. 
 
    “Soldier?” asked Cade. 
 
    “I don’t feel well,” the big muscular Ultra said. “But that’s not the point. I’m not on the sleeper ship. Why not?” 
 
    “Wait a few more minutes,” Cade said. “Then I’ll tell all of you everything.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventy-One 
 
      
 
    The seventeen awakened Ultras stood at attention in a semi-circle around Cade. Raina stood to the side, watching the door, her gun ready. Halifax sat on an emptied stasis unit, staying out of the way. 
 
    The Centurion-Grade Ultras were all like Cade: big, muscular and despite their state, moved with graceful economy of motion. They wore shorts and nothing more. 
 
    “I’m Force Leader Marcus Cade of First Force, Second Command, Battle Unit One-Seventy-Five. Most of you already know me, but I’m going to make this plain, as you gentlemen are in for a huge and unsettling surprise. Firstly, I’ve been awake for several years already.” 
 
    There was a stir among the Ultras. A few frowned. That must have seemed all wrong to them. Finally, they all stared at Cade again, waiting for it. 
 
    “In the beginning, I worked for Old Earth Intelligence.” Cade paused. “This is going to sound strange. So please bear with me until you’ve heard it all.” 
 
    Several of them nodded. 
 
    Cade cleared his throat. “I worked for Old Earth Intelligence, doing so under duress. Then, I left their service and worked on my own to get back here to you. I was on the same sleeper ship as the rest of you.” Cade took a deep breath, finding this harder than he’d expected. “Gentlemen, we are not at the vacation world. We never made it there. In fact, we are no longer in the same era…” 
 
    The seventeen soldiers of Battle Unit 175 listened as Cade told them what had happened to the sleeper ship, how it had made an incredible journey across time. The War was long over, the cyborgs had lost, but so had much of humanity. He told them how he’d awakened after going through brain surgery and receiving a cyborg obedience chip. He’d awakened on Helos in the Rigel System as Jack Brune. 
 
    The seventeen stirred once again, with anger and revulsion in their eyes. Like Cade, they obviously hated the obedience chips. Like Cade, they were good soldiers and knew when it was time to listen and absorb information. Cade went on to explain the new state of affairs, about the Concord, about the radiated surface of the Earth and many other matters including Avalon IV. He told them how he’d defeated and destroyed an ancient Web-Mind. He told them more, and they listened, learning that the Old Federation, Ultra Dominion and cyborgs were all gone…except for one resurgent Web-Mind out there somewhere. He told them about Therduim III, the lurker and how he’d worked with Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld of the Patrol. Finally, he asked if any of them out-ranked him. 
 
    It turned out that none did. Cade knew a sense of relief. That could have been a problem. 
 
    “Soldiers, I’ve made a bargain with Director Titus of Group Six of Earth.” Cade told them what Titus had planned to do with them, and how he’d won their freedom by offering to help Old Earth find and defeat the last hidden cyborgs, but only as free men. He added how he’d stomped the obedience chips in his possession, smashing them. 
 
    The others nodded grim-faced. One gave him a thumb’s-up sign of approval. 
 
    Cade stopped talking, letting everything he’d said so far sink in. “I have no authority over you,” he said a minute later. “The Old Federation is gone, and so is its military. You are all free agents in this new era. I think we would do better sticking together, but that’s just my belief. What do you men think?” 
 
    A big blond-haired soldier turned to the others. “Do any of you remember Oghul III, that damned swamp world with the red rot?” 
 
    Most of them nodded. 
 
    “Cade was going to go back for his missing man. Force Leader Gersen stopped him. If I were going to take anyone’s advice in this new era, I’d want it to be Cade. If we’re no longer under High Command’s authority, I guess that makes us mercenaries. Didn’t mercenaries or free-company men vote as to who would lead them?” 
 
    There was a murmur of assent. 
 
    “I think it’s too early to vote for that,” Cade said. “You men just woke up. You need time to adjust and gain your bearings.” 
 
    “Respectfully, sir,” the blond-haired soldier said, “but that’s wrong. We’re Centurion-Grade Ultras. We decide on the spot. You saved us from cyborg obedience chips, from becoming zombies. Who knows if any of us would have succeeded as you did? You cared about us, your fellow men, your brothers-in-arms. You’ve always cared about your men. What’s more, you’re a Game winner. I see your wife over there, a Valkyrie of the highest caliber. I vote for Marcus Cade. He’s the best of us, and the most honorable of us. I trust his judgment.” 
 
    Several others murmured their agreement. 
 
    “I still suggest we wait to decide on who should lead us,” Cade said. 
 
    “No,” a different Ultra said. “I’m with Force Leader Den. You’re the best choice. You’ve already worked on our behalf. And I want to smash the cyborgs for good. It was why we fought in the first place.” 
 
    “Yes,” said several. 
 
    “Listen—” Cade said. 
 
    “Who votes for Cade?” Den shouted. 
 
    Seventeen hands went up. 
 
    “You’re the leader,” Den told Cade. “What do we do next, sir?” 
 
    Cade thought about that. Seventeen Ultras had chosen him to lead. Three others were out there. That made twenty-one super soldiers altogether in an era that had none. He nodded. “I accept your vote. I’ll gladly lead you to the best of my honor and ability. I suggest we—” 
 
    “Sir,” Den said. “I apologize for interrupting. But you’re the leader. We’ve chosen you. Make your decisions and we’ll obey. What I’m saying is that you don’t have to suggest a thing.” 
 
    Cade stood a little taller. He’d forgotten what it was like to be in the company of elite fellow soldiers. It was good to be among them. 
 
    I’m home, Cade realized. These brothers-in-arms are my family. Raina is with me. A surge of warmth and pride filled him. He’d fought alone for so long, it was hard to believe he was among his fellow soldiers again. There weren’t very many of them, but maybe there were enough. In that moment, Cade dedicated himself to wiping out the last cyborgs. He would love his wife with all his heart, and he would attempt to give her many sons and daughters. And he would lead these men to glory, he hoped. 
 
    Maybe twenty-one of them were enough to help humanity rid the universe of the cyborgs. It was time to finalize the deal with Director Titus and start on the new road. 
 
    “Very well, soldiers,” Cade said. “Here’s what we are going to do next…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilog 
 
      
 
    Director Titus kept his bargain. At that point, it was in his and Earth’s interest to do so. Marcus Cade also kept his word—there’d been no question about that, as long as Titus lived up to his word. The three Ultras already out there survived their enslaved service and came home. They had the chips removed. 
 
    Twenty-one Centurion-Grade Ultras allied with Group Six of Earth, and the hunt for the Web-Mind began in earnest. 
 
    Cade and Raina enjoyed marital bliss, and four months later, she announced to him that she was pregnant. He was overjoyed and overwhelmed with the idea of a coming child. 
 
    Dr. Halifax stayed on with the Twenty-One as an advisor, his cunning proving invaluable in dealing with Director Titus and the other G6 members. 
 
    Quillian left Group Six service, but not before selling Titus her cloning machine for an immense sum. 
 
    As for Jed Ra, Chief Arbiter Dragonfeld and the Web-Mind…for the present, they survived, schemed and sought power for their various side and goals. 
 
    The future…it was anyone’s guess as to what would happen next as the eternal struggle for life, power and love continued. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed The Soldier: Final Odyssey. If you liked the book and would like to see more in this universe, please put up some stars and a review. 
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