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    We crashed 57 miles from the South Pole at one fifteen A.M. in winter. 
 
    I’d been sleeping most of the trip, my dreams turning into a nightmare. I remember a knife flashing at my face—in the dream—and my head jerking up as my eyes opened to reality. 
 
    There was disorientation, confusion. What had happened to the creature wielding the knife? He’d been lunging at me… 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, looked around and finally realized I’d been dreaming. There was no knife-wielding creature. I was exactly where I supposed to be—inside a loud, vibrating, cargo hold of a LC-130H Hercules. They were eighteen of us secured to seats, one side of the plane facing the other, with the cargo hold between us. 
 
    My name is Jake Bayard, lately a sergeant in the United States Marine Corps. I’d gained my honorable discharge seven months ago, almost the same time I’d left Antarctica with Colonel McPherson. 
 
    Few planes, incidentally, flew over the bottom continent, and if they did, they seldom came this close to the South Pole and never in winter. The average winter temperature—it was August 3—was a high of -67 Fahrenheit to -82. That was crazy cold, and if a snowstorm hit—well, we’d likely all die. 
 
    We might have been crazy to do this, but an exceptionally well-paid crazy, as the sixth richest man in North America had funded the expedition and was paying us accordingly. None of us were military anymore but security specialists, what in the old days they would have called mercenaries, guns for hire. 
 
    I craned my head suddenly, staring at a shadow, thinking I saw a glint from a big, serrated knife held by a scaly hand. A moment later, I realized the glint came from the rearview mirror of a small snow-cat aboard the 130. 
 
    I exhaled with relief even as I realized the nightmare had been a warning of approaching danger. I’d had such things happen to me during my combat duty in Bhutan, a tiny landlocked country in the Eastern Himalayas sandwiched between Tibet and India. My tour there had ended almost three years ago now. 
 
    I unhooked my restraints, surged up and hurried across the deck for the cockpit. It was off-limits to us door-kickers, but I had to warn the pilot and navigator of the danger I felt if we were going to survive the coming threat. 
 
    I checked my watch. The glowing green symbols showed 1:14 a.m. I could feel myself running out of time. 
 
    My pace increased as I neared the hatch, as my stomach knotted and the feeling of threat became certain and unbearable. Breathing too fast, turbulence making the deck shift under my feet, I grabbed the handle to steady myself. With a yank, I turned it and opened the cockpit hatch. 
 
    Normality reigned within as a panel of indicators lit the pilot and navigator, who talked quietly as they leaned toward each other. The pilot must have noticed the opening hatch in his peripheral vision. He looked back and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    I remember a number on a panel indicator: -57 90*S, showing us to be 57 nautical miles from the South Pole. 
 
    The navigator turned to me, his bearded face full of expectation. When he saw who it was, he shouted, “You’re not supposed to be in here.” 
 
    I ignored him. The C-130 flew lower than I’d expected, as through the windshield, I could see looming mountains and a gap between them. I don’t think either the pilot or navigator saw what I did next because they were looking at me. Through the windshield, a bright wink caught my attention. In a second, the wink turned into a bar of light. It must have been a military-grade laser. Intense light threw shadows into the cockpit. By then, it was probably already too late for us. 
 
    The 130 dipped sharply to the left, the same direction the laser had just passed. Had it just sheared off a wing? 
 
    The sounds of our flight changed abruptly as the pilot and navigator shouted in terror. 
 
    I’d like to tell you what happened next, but all I remember was my body hurtling toward a bulkhead. My head slammed against it, rendering me unconscious while we were still airborne. Undoubtedly, that saved my life, as I went limp. That must have allowed my battered body to go with the flow—in this instance, through a shattered windshield without receiving any major cuts, slashes or breaking any bones… 
 
      
 
    The next thing I remember was lazily swimming up toward a distant surface, an unhurried return to consciousness. Finally, I raised my fuzzy-feeling head. 
 
    Things had changed dramatically. I was lying prone, staring between my boots at fiercely burning wreckage. The flames revealed endless snow in all directions. For some reason, I couldn’t hear the crackling of the fire. 
 
    Then, I swore with understanding, and I levered up to a sitting position. My muscles felt weary, sick with fatigue. I’d been thrown clear of the crashed plane, and I seemed to have tumbled for a considerable distance. The 130 had tumbled farther still. How long had I been unconscious? How long had the plane been burning? 
 
    With slow and deliberate movements, I worked up to my feet, swaying, with my head throbbing. I felt awful. Then, I vomited onto the snow. I must have a concussion. The right thing would be to play it safe. 
 
    My face screwed up. How could I play it safe with my teammates burning to death? With a croak of despair, I staggered toward the inferno—it exploded with a roar as the flames jumped higher into the freezing night sky. The blast knocked me down, so I lay in the snow staring up at the stars. I was vaguely aware of pieces of metal flashing overhead. 
 
    I groaned. The C-130 was gone, and everyone aboard was surely dead. I wanted to mourn my teammates. This was a catastrophe. I would have to inform their wives, girlfriends or possibly their parents. I— 
 
    I wasn’t going to do shit. I was wearing a leather jacket, pants and boots, but not a parka for this nightmare land. Unless I could find a parka, I would soon die from exposure. I had to act this instant. If I couldn’t feel the cold, it might be because I was already freezing to death, too numb to know better. 
 
    The idea drove me upward. As I stood there panting, seeing white mist spew from my mouth, feeling icy prickles everywhere, I remembered the military grade laser fired at us. Given the nature of our mission— 
 
    I started to stagger toward the flames. I could hear them burning. I needed better clothing to survive the next few minutes, maybe a survival suit, thermal blankets, anything. Away from the fire, it had to be something like -70. Even with a parka, I would not last long, although without one I’d last even less. Maybe someone else had tumbled clear, someone who no longer needed his parka. 
 
    I might not have been in my right state of mind. The concussion, confusion and a growing sense of dread must have created hallucinations. Because what I saw next—floating through the night sky—struck me as impossible. 
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    Five weeks before the crash near the South Pole, I was with Colonel McPherson in training on a small Indonesian island. 
 
    I wore a white t-shirt, shorts and running shoes, sprinting after her on a dirt road as she drove a Jeep. Perspiration soaked me, and I panted as tropical air burned into my lungs. My side ached and salty sweat stung my eyes. 
 
    I am big and brawny, not the sort to indulge in long-distance running and more like a charging hippo when I tried to sprint. I’m not saying I am fat. I’m not, but I’m an unusually large tight-end-type. Unfortunately, McPherson had me training like a top-tier boxer getting ready for a championship bout. 
 
    She’d insisted I needed to be at my best if I hoped to reach an alien planet again, especially if I was going to take another stab at Saddoth to see if it was possible to insert a team there. The Ophidians or serpent men on Saddoth kept Neanderthal herds for meat. One of the Neanderthals had become my blood brother. 
 
    Colonel McPherson was tall for a woman and quite lean. She didn’t wear a uniform today, but rather a sleeveless t-shirt, shorts, gun-belt, holster and sidearm and boots. It turned out she was in her early thirties, had more substantial breasts than I’d first realized when meeting her in Antarctica those many months ago, had a fine butt indeed and long legs that— 
 
    Uh, let me try that again, as I might be giving you the wrong impression. While McPherson had the goods, she wasn’t that kind of woman. She had brunette hair to her shoulders and clear skin without any hint of wrinkles, and dark brown eyes. She always had a deadly serious look with thin lips and a thin nose. She was a no-nonsense officer and “witch-hunter” extraordinaire. 
 
    I should probably explain what I mean by witch-hunter. In the old days when people rode horses or wagons as high-tech travel and used swords and lances, many had believed in vampires and werewolves. Such creatures could supposedly shape-shift, and needed special items or means to kill. A wooden stake to the heart could slay a vampire, for instance, while one needed silver weapons to slay a werewolf. 
 
    It turned out that while there were no such things as vampires and werewolves, there were shape-shifting aliens among us. I’d discovered that in Antarctica six months ago. There were not a lot of these aliens on Earth, mind you, but enough to screw with the human race. The name for the aliens was Krekelen, or Krekelens, plural. They could change or shift shape so they looked human, but they could not alter their demonically red eyes, and they had hot skin and extraordinary strength. A few times, Krekelens had shipped human psi-masters onto Earth, people with psionic or telepathic abilities. 
 
    Old-time people had thought of the psi-masters as witches or warlocks, understandably so, given what they could do. 
 
    It turned out that the Hegelian idea of thesis and antithesis had seemed to apply, on Earth. In this instance, the hidden Krekelens were the thesis, and the humans who knew about them and fought back were the antithesis. The secret war had been going on for a long, long time. 
 
    As I sprinted after the Jeep, my left boot hit a divot in the dirt road. I flailed, almost went down, but managed to keep my feet under me. I cursed silently, flung my head to the left, flinging sweat, and chased the bouncing Jeep. Maybe I should rough McPherson up a bit, see how she liked the treatment. This was grueling training—she’d said I needed it as a Traveler. 
 
    That was something else I’d discovered six months ago in Antarctica. Deep in a subterranean complex near the South Pole was an obelisk, one that could transmit or teleport anyone with the right set of genes. Because of my human or human-seeming father born on a different planet, I had such genes, making me a Third-Rank Traveler. 
 
    Six months ago, a trio of Krekelens and Psi-Master Spencer had sought to use me in their efforts—we hadn’t learned exactly what they had been attempting. We did learn that a Traveler was a trailblazer of sorts, and others who knew how could follow him from one planet to another. 
 
    I’d traveled to a planet in the Epsilon Eridani System and to a planet called Saddoth, which had been twenty-six light-years from Earth. I’d also learned that dead Krekelens dissolved after an hour or so, one of the reasons few people knew about them. 
 
    Our agenda was simple, and by our, I meant McPherson, Suvorov and me. They were part of the secret group fighting Krekelens on Earth. The group had voted against accepting me, and McPherson and Suvorov believed the others wrong and were going to prove them so. We would prove this by my gaining more data of other planets I could reach through the subterranean obelisk. 
 
    The only problem was that the President had declared the Antarctica base camp as off-limits to all U.S. military personnel. In the past, McPherson and Suvorov had used their positions in the U.S. military to go where they liked. 
 
    Anyway, all this reminiscing came to an abrupt end as the Jeep’s squealing brakes caused the vehicle to swerve and shoot dirt into the air. Unfortunately, I didn’t see the braking until I slammed against the back of the Jeep, folding forward, grunting painfully and sliding down onto my butt on the dirt road. 
 
    I gasped, with sweat gushing through my pores onto my skin, soaking my clothes even worse than before. 
 
    “Bayard,” McPherson shouted. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Here,” I said between gasps. 
 
    I heard a Jeep door open and slam, and McPherson’s boots crunch across the dirt and gravel. I looked up. She had her hands on her hips, staring through mirrored sunglasses at me. 
 
    “Why’d you stop so suddenly?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you run into the Jeep?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her eyebrows arched high. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, climbing to my feet, leaning against the tailgate. “Is that it for today? Are we done?” 
 
    McPherson said nothing, just continued to stare at me. 
 
    “You got a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “your lousy physical condition. You’re in no shape to go on a mission.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “I stopped because Suvorov—bah!” McPherson said, throwing up her hands and shaking her head. 
 
    “Suvorov what?” I said. “Can he get me to the South Pole this coming summer?” 
 
    “In five weeks, a team is going to the base camp.” 
 
    “What team? Has the President changed his mind?” 
 
    McPherson shook her head again. “Our group has access to an American billionaire that someone has convinced to send an expedition to the base camp.” 
 
    I did some mental computations. “Wait,” I said, aghast. “That’s in winter. It’s crazy to go to Antarctica in winter.” 
 
    “Crazy, yeah…but because it’s crazy, it’s an opening, and there have been rumors—from Qiang, I think—about a Krekelen expedition.” 
 
    Six months ago, Qiang had been with McPherson, Suvorov and me at the base camp in Antarctica. Qiang had been along when I’d taken out the new Krekelens and psi-masters that had landed on Earth, having come out of their stasis capsules. 
 
    I don’t want to brag, but McPherson had said I’d slain more Krekelens during that outing than their secret group had in centuries. If that makes me sound like a badass, well, if the truth fits, wear it or accept it. I had a few gifts, and one of them was fighting. 
 
    Anyway, Qiang hadn’t liked me, had voted against me joining their secret group, and had probably become a blabbermouth to this rich American, or enough to whet his curiosity to spend money on an expedition to the interesting base camp, but in the dead of an Antarctica winter instead of summer when sane people went there. 
 
    If I sound vague on some of this, it was because I only knew a little. McPherson was a big believer in compartmentalization. My specialty was the actual traveling to an alien planet. I was the tip of the spear in all this. 
 
    “Qiang believes Krekelens are sending an expedition to the base camp,” McPherson said. “Winter might be the best time as it will be the hardest time for the U.S. or other militaries down there to interfere with us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “because no one is stupid enough to roam around deep Antarctica in winter.” 
 
    “Exactly,” McPherson said, ignoring my sarcasm. “Our team is sending a counter-expedition. I think we can slip you among them. But if you’re afraid of doing this…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, “your reverse psychology is working like a charm. When does the expedition leave?” 
 
    McPherson stared at me as if I were a moron. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said, “in five weeks. I’m still winded, you know?” 
 
    “And that’s my main point against you going,” she said. “You’re too out of shape.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’m in the best shape of my life.” 
 
    “We don’t want to rely on luck, Bayard, but on skill and preparation.” 
 
    “You saying I got lucky before?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, “without a doubt.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say: ‘Better lucky than good.’” 
 
    “That fits you to a tee.” 
 
    I shook my head, flinging sweat, some of it reaching her. 
 
    She jumped back, her distasteful expression complaining about the sweat. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “You really think you’re ready to try this again?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m ready. I’m just not sure going in winter is smart.” 
 
    McPherson turned around, staring into the distance at tropical trees, shaking her head. Turning back to me, taking off her sunglasses—she really did have nice eyes. 
 
    “I might be able to get you on the expedition,” she said. “You’d have to act the part of a mercenary.” 
 
    “That would be easy.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, studying me. “If you reached the obelisk, where would you try to go?” 
 
    “Saddoth for another look-see,” I said, “or if that’s blocked, my dad’s home planet.” 
 
    “I’ll need to call Suvorov again to find out more details.” 
 
    “Whatever you think best,” I said. “But let’s go to town and have some beers. This running is for the birds.” 
 
    McPherson put her sunglasses back on. “No. We’ll have to accelerate your training and then insert you into Iowa to join the expedition training. That will give us another two weeks here and—” 
 
    “Come on, McPherson, I’m dehydrated. I need a few beers.” 
 
    She glared at me before turning to the Jeep. 
 
    I rubbed my hands, glad to have a goal in sight, even if a stupidly risky one. Theory was okay for a short time. Action was what I craved. But then, I should have thought about the old saying: be careful what you wish for. 
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    Five weeks ago, I’d been on a tropical Indonesian island, sweating like a pig. Now, 57 miles from the South Pole, in sub-subzero Antarctica, in the wash of the flames of the crashed and destroyed C-130, I stood open-mouthed, staring at a gently floating platform. By degrees, I grew aware of a humming sound behind the harsh crackle of flames. 
 
    The platform or sky-raft didn’t move directly over the fire, but to the right of it. I noted dimly glowing discs under the raft. The discs didn’t emit air or other substances, but glowed as I’ve said. Perhaps the discs emitted magnetic impulses that allowed them to push against—I blinked several times. That was a moronic idea. Magnetic impulse might work over a sheet of metal, but against snow, ice and rocky land…it would have to be gravity nullifiers or anti-grav repellers. 
 
    As far as I knew, no one had anti-gravity technology. Correction, no one on Earth had such technology. The sky-raft floated serenely. I meant no humans from Earth possessed such machines. 
 
    So, what did that mean? 
 
    I blanched in horror as the sky-raft dipped lower, light from the flames showing me one of the raft’s occupants. 
 
    The Ophidian or serpent man stood upright on two legs, and he wore heavy garments like a parka. In the fur-lined hood was the kind of reptilian face I’d come to hate during my trip to Saddoth. He was repulsive with red eyes, a too wide of head and a flickering forked tongue. He also manipulated an upright console, perhaps the sky-raft’s controls. 
 
    The sight drained me of strength. I stood dumbstruck. How had the Ophidian gotten to Earth? Had Spencer or Charmalos the Krekelen given the serpent-men aliens the means? 
 
    Seven months ago, Spencer and Charmalos had been with me on Saddoth. 
 
    From my spot, I watched the raft land lightly on the ice. A gate opened on it—I finally noticed a guardrail around the edge. An airstair unfolded from the raft. Once the stair had settled, three parka-clad Ophidians stepped down. They wore furry boots and carried rifles of sorts. 
 
    I watched, still until to move, unable to speak and hardly capable of coherent thought. That might have been the concussion at work. 
 
    Fortunately, a trickle of sanity revived me just a little, and I smiled with understanding. I must have been having a dream within a dream. I’d “awakened” from the secondary one, but I was still sleeping and dreaming. Clearly, it was time to wake up all the way. 
 
    “Wake up!” I said aloud. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “This is a dream,” I told myself. 
 
    Once more, nothing happened. 
 
    “Hey, you idiot,” I shouted. “You’re dreaming.” 
 
    This time something did happen. One of the Ophidians turned my way. He raised an object and a beam of light shined into my eyes. 
 
    I blinked, shying away from the light—it hurt my poor brain—throwing up an arm as a second light shined at me. 
 
    I was done with this stupid dream. Ophidians were on Saddoth, not crossing space to reach Earth. With my numbed fingers, I pinched the skin under my jaw, but nothing happened. I pinched harder and grunted at the pain. 
 
    Could this really be happening? Had Ophidians reached Earth? 
 
    The serpent men hissed at me. I could not understand them. Even on Saddoth, I hadn’t been able to. A pair of them raised their rifles, advancing. The third remained behind and kept me in his beam of light. 
 
    I watched them advance, but I couldn’t credit the reality of what my eyes were seeing. They must be Chinese soldiers wearing masks, having an ugly joke on the American. Or as I’d fixated on Ophidians all these months, I thus saw them as a hallucination. 
 
    As the creatures neared, I noticed their size, four feet tall at best and hunched forward. Their parkas were long affairs, and I swear I caught the flicker of tails at the bottom. 
 
    That was not like the Ophidians I’d met on Saddoth. Could their species be an offshoot of the ones I’d met or a different species from a different planet? 
 
    As they neared, hissing, I kept squinting, turning my head from the light beamed into my face from the one hanging back. 
 
    I was no doubt groggy and thus doubted my ability to jump these two, grab a rifle and kill them. I could fly their raft…no, I wasn’t going to fly anywhere. For one thing, I lacked a compass to know which way to go. Besides, I was probably too spent and concussed to do anything heroic. 
 
    Thus, I did the sensible thing and raised my hands in surrender. 
 
    The uglier of the two approached closer yet, aiming the rifle at my face. He hissed at me and jerked the rifle up. 
 
    I raised my hands higher. 
 
    He squinted, his forked-tongue slithering out, possibly to taste the frigid air. Finally, he moved warily around me. I tracked him, turning my head until he was behind me. 
 
    He stepped forward and jabbed the end of the rifle into my back. 
 
    I got the message and started walking with my hands raised, heading for the Ophidian sky-raft. 
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    I climbed the mini-airstair into the raft and pushed against an invisible force while doing so. Once through, I immediately grew aware of warmth, how badly I’d been freezing. I decided there must be some kind of force bubble around the raft, keeping hot air within. 
 
    Could the force bubble stop bullets, or was it just useful against heat or cold? 
 
    Two more Ophidians were on the raft. They held flattish pistols and wore the same type of parkas as the others, although these two kept their parkas halfway open. That revealed undergarments and a host of trinkets and medallions on their scrawny chests. Each wore five or more necklaces with gaudy baubles dangling from them, some shaped like stars, others simple gems—or glass fakes, perhaps. 
 
    The two hissed at me, motioning with their pistols that I sit. I looked around and spied seats, sitting in one, finding it comfortable. 
 
    That struck me as odd. I wriggled around in the seat, realizing it had been made for someone my size and not a four-foot Ophidian. What did that indicate? That these suckers had stolen the sky-raft from somewhere else? 
 
    The two necklace-wearing Ophidians—chiefs or captains maybe—hissed between themselves, glancing at me from time to time. Their medallions clattered against each other as they did. I noticed one of the parka sleeves slide back to show a colorful bracelet. 
 
    Something about that jogged a memory, how barbarian warriors—in human history—often liked to wear fetishes or jewelry, or their wealth on their person. Did that indicate these Ophidians were barbarians, or possessed a barbaric mentality? 
 
    You might suppose a former Marine sergeant like me wouldn’t think in those terms. But in high school, my year of college and while on deployment, I’d read a lot of history and science fiction. I thus thought about my human-sized seat, the small Ophidians and their gaudy jewelry. As I grew warmer, however, I found it harder to stay awake. My body ached. My concussed mind was numb, and despite my former traveling, this all felt surreal. 
 
    To stay awake, I sat up. That helped me see over the guardrail better, and I spied the original three with their rifles. They surrounded a prone, parka-clad man on the ice. One of them poked the body, and it must have moved, as the three jumped back as if in surprise. They aimed at the man. Maybe they hissed at him. I wasn’t close enough to hear. The man must not have stirred again. One of the Ophidians put his rifle near the hooded head. There was a flash like a surge of electricity leaving the barrel. The body on the ice shuddered, and then I was sure the man never would again. 
 
    The little bastards had killed him, or put him out of his misery, or made sure no one but for those who could walk would survive the crash. 
 
    Before I could surge out of my seat, the two pistol-wielding Ophidians hissed at me. Each aimed his weapon at my chest. 
 
    I settled back, seething, feeling sickly helpless to aid any of the wounded or dying out there. Why were the Ophidians such murderous swine? Were they going to kill me next? Would they feast on my carcass afterward? 
 
    I sat straighter again to watch the three outside. They must have completed their grisly circuit, as they headed back to the raft. Soon, they filed aboard, the last one closing the guardrail gate behind him. They eyed me before hissing something at the other two. They must have been satisfied with the answer, as they slung their rifles over their shoulders. The last creature moved to the upright console, raising his hands to it. 
 
    This time, I observed closely. 
 
    He had bony wrists and hands with three opposable thumbs, each of the thumbs or digits pointing inward. That was like the Ophidians of Saddoth. It made me think these suckers were from there. Two of the thumbs of his left hand had bright rings with oversized glittering gems. Oh. He also had a glittering bracelet on the left wrist. 
 
    Yup. These were barbarians all right. To my mind, that confirmed it, and it made them seem quite different from the taller Ophidians I’d met on Saddoth. 
 
    The raft lurched, lifting upward, and the light of the flames soon dwindled and then vanished into darkness. We floated serenely about a hundred feet above ground level, heading toward the gap in the icy mountains I’d seen earlier. Given the rate the terrain passed below, I estimated we traveled sixty or seventy miles per hour. The force bubble, or whatever it was, protected us from the intense cold. 
 
    The two pistoleer Ophidians holstered their sidearms, moved to a corner, squatted and pulled out hexagonal dice and a little sack each. From the sacks, they extracted gold coins the size of dimes. They put a coin each on the deck and rolled the D&D-type dice. Soon, they hissed at each other as their forked tongues flickered, gambling against the other. 
 
    Not just barbarians, I decided. They were soldiers, or maybe warriors. Soldiers knew how to while away the hours by playing cards and such while on deployment. The only warriors I’d known were men of Bhutan who’d guided us a few times when we ranged the mountains. They’d diced among themselves, shouting and slapping each other if they got angry enough. 
 
    The rifle-carrying Ophidians were different. Each of them went to a raft control, observing. 
 
    Those must be the officers. I’d gotten their ranks backward at first. 
 
    After twenty minutes of travel, I noticed light in the distance. We headed for a place in the gap. I looked up at the stars and then the light in the distance. There were times I’d navigated at night by using the stars. I couldn’t do it now because my brain was still too numb. 
 
    By the time I stopped studying the stars, the light in the gap had turned into parked snow-cats and bulldozers. There was also a big machine with a tank-sized gun barrel aimed at the sky. Was that the military-grade laser they’d used to take down the 130? It didn’t look big enough to generate that kind of power. Maybe it was chemically powered. 
 
    I noticed something else. It was a hole in the ice. There wasn’t a crane anywhere like the one we’d used seven months ago at the old base camp. There were poles with lamps shining down at the hole, the kind of streetlamps one sees along freeways when entering a city. 
 
    I scowled. This wasn’t the old base camp. Ours had been near mountains, for one thing, not in a mountainous gap. Was this camp close to our former base camp? 
 
    As the sky-raft neared the parked vehicles, I noted the lack of a runway or any trenched buildings. 
 
    Because Antarctica was such a frigid place, people dug a huge trench, built portable buildings in it and covered them with snow. That was all for insulation. One used a ladder to climb up out of the trench. 
 
    Where did these guys stay? How far was this camp from the old one we’d used seven months ago? 
 
    It couldn’t just be these five Ophidians, could it? 
 
    Our sky-raft lowered and moved closer to the lampposts around the hole. That was when I noticed the size of the hole—much bigger than I’d first surmised. 
 
    Aha. I finally understood as the raft began to ease into the hole in the ice, going down as its own elevator. 
 
    I had a moment when I saw men manning what I took to be the military-grade laser. In the wash of the lamplights, I saw U.S. Army logos on their parkas. I tried to see more, but could not. We were going down into the ice, everything else disappearing from view. 
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    The alien sky-raft lowered through the hole in the ice, descending past smooth tunnel walls. Lights from the raft illuminated the ice, showing its icy blue color. 
 
    Had the laser made this hole? Where had the Ophidians acquired the laser? Where had the U.S. Army personnel come from? 
 
    This base must be near to the closed one, closed to U.S. military personnel. Had the President given a select group permission to come back here? It would seem that McPherson’s secret group would have learned about that, though. 
 
    The Army personnel that I’d seen outside a few minutes ago reminded me of the time seven months ago when I’d arrived in Antarctica during semi-permanent daylight, and much more bearable temperatures. That time, the Army personnel had acted like zombies: obeying psi-master orders without speaking. 
 
    Did the men outside mean that the Ophidians had acquired the use of a psi-master like Doctor Spencer? Or did it mean the Ophidians had hired men who’d gotten hold of U.S. Army clothing? 
 
    I glanced at the Ophidian guiding the raft down the hole. He worked with seeming concentration as we moved slowly, the edges of the raft quite near the tunnel walls. The four-foot creature had shed his parka. He did have a lizard-like tail. The Ophidians on Saddoth had not possessed such a tail. 
 
    Hmm… Was this convergent evolution, a subspecies of Saddoth Ophidians or…something I hadn’t thought of yet? If only I wasn’t so damned tired, I might have made a go of it, attacking the Earth invaders. 
 
    Whoever they were, everyone but me from the C-130 was stone-cold dead, a few butchered on the snow. These murderous denizens didn’t belong on our planet and yet— 
 
    The raft lurched. An edge scraped against tunnel ice. The bump threw me out of my seat so I sprawled onto the deck. Perhaps more interesting, the bump knocked the others over. One of the rifles slid along the deck toward me. 
 
    That had to be Providence or God, call it what you will. I scrambled for the rifle, heard hisses of alarm, wrapped my hands onto the weapon and began to rise up to my knees. I heard a new kind of hissing, grunted in pain and looked down at my chest. Three darts were sticking out of my torso. My grip of the Ophidian rifle loosened— 
 
    I forced myself to raise my head. The pistol-wielding aliens inched toward me, their sidearms out and aimed at me. 
 
    “You shot me,” I said. 
 
    One of them cocked his round ugly head, his forked tongue slithering out. 
 
    I reached for a chest dart—pulled—and discovered it was barbed like a fishhook and didn’t want to come out. At that point, dizziness hit, my eyesight wavered and I keeled over onto my side, falling unconscious. 
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    My eyes opened as a strange sense of déjà vu struck me. I was back at the wreckage of the 130. It had crashed, burned and exploded, and my head hurt, hurt even worse than…than…had I done this before? Wouldn’t that be what back at the wreckage meant? Why did I feel this was a repeat of past events? 
 
    I looked up fast into the cold starry sky—and did not see anything except for the stars. What should I have seen? 
 
    I cocked my head, considering my situation. I wore a leather jacket, pants and boots, poor fare to survive an Antarctica winter night. The heat from the flames kept death at bay for the moment. I needed to find a parka, one of the dead people— 
 
    A feeling of fright expanded in my chest. I had done this before. I felt certain of it now. Yet…how could that be? 
 
    I looked up into the starry sky again, expecting to see something floating. But there was nothing. I turned sharply to the left, as I did see something, something that could not possibly be there. I have no doubt my mouth opened in shock. 
 
    A mailed rider complete with visor and lance trotted out of the darkness. Well, trotted would be the wrong word. The beast moved in a stately fashion like a rooster doing a cock-of-the-walk strut before his hens. The beast didn’t move on four legs, but two big ones like a Tyrannosaurus Rex. It had a huge tail it kept out of the snow, using the tail to balance its big head with rows of glittering teeth. 
 
    I stared in disbelief, wondering what would cause me to have such a bizarre hallucination. For one thing, how could a mailed rider and dinosaur—a T-Rex, I think—survive the freezing temperature? It must be -70 Fahrenheit outside the fire’s range. Dinosaurs were supposed to be cold-blooded. They would never be able to survive an Antarctic winter. 
 
    I swayed where I stood, too shocked to feel the cold. Maybe I was already numb. Maybe I was dying and these were final nightmares to send me into oblivion. 
 
    The rider issued a command. The beast halted. The rider leaned to the right, more right, and he swung the lance around. Instead of holding it star-ward, he brought the glittering tip to— 
 
    I blanched. 
 
    The rider jabbed the lance tip or head against a prone figure lying in the snow. The parka-clad man jerked but made no other movement. The rider leaned into the lance and pushed down. 
 
    The man on the snow cried out, jerking upward, throwing up his arms and legs. They sagged down just as fast as he quivered and then did not move again. 
 
    The rider yanked, withdrawing a bloody lance-head from the corpse. 
 
    My mouth moved in a spasm. The bastard had just killed an injured man. It was barbaric, evil— 
 
    “No,” I whispered. “This isn’t real. This isn’t really happening.” 
 
    Despite the unreality of the rider and T-Rex mount, I crouched to present a smaller target. I wished I could have worn my revolver on the 130. I had nothing now but my wits to protect me. 
 
    The rider and beast prowled around the burning wreckage, checking others, stabbing several times again. 
 
    I was sweating, my forehead throbbing and my eyes sore. I tracked the rider, and I kept slowly shaking my head at the possibility that this was real. 
 
    I finally reached up and pinched my neck. I must have been dreaming and then had a second dream, the one with the serrated knife. I’d woken up in my first dream to face the wreckage. Now, I was tired of the lunacy. I pinched myself harder and winced under the assault. Why wasn’t I waking up from this silly nightmare? 
 
    Even though my forehead hurt, I squinted at the rider and beast. I noticed something then, something I’d missed earlier. 
 
    The rider had a unique saddle, a heavy affair of wood and leather that made a cradle. The seat seemed to ride upon hydraulic fluid, as it remained steady no matter how the T-Rex raised or lowered its body and head. The rider wore knee-high leather boots, and the beast’s hide looked scaly, possibly rough like sharkskin. 
 
    In the old days, carpenters used sharkskin like sandpaper to smooth sawed planks. Such skin would quickly rub untreated cloth into shreds and then tear the legs. 
 
    The heavy saddle possessed bags in back, secured by leather and iron buckles. The saddlebags bulged and radiated heat. I knew because I could see heat waves radiating from the saddlebags. Would that be enough to keep the T-Rex and rider warm? How did the beast keep its clawed feet warm as it strutted over snow and ice? 
 
    I had no idea. Besides, this was a hallucination. It had to be. So, what did any of that matter? 
 
    I must not have really believed that because I eased away from the fire in order to hide better in the darkness. I noticed the intense cold then, a numbing temperature that hurt my skin and my throat every time I inhaled. I rubbed my hands, blowing against them, knowing I couldn’t endure this for long. 
 
    What was the right thing to do? If I attacked the hallucination, I would likely vomit again due to my concussion. I had vomited earlier, hadn’t I? 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled to myself with numbed lips. “That’s it.” 
 
    The concussion explained this. I smiled sadly, standing and striding toward the fire. I couldn’t see the beast and rider anymore. I hurried much closer until the heat drove the Antarctic cold to a tolerable temperature. 
 
    Even so, I was badly shivering, feeling sick, tired and brain-weary. The crash was real. The beast and rider— 
 
    I stared at snow, seeing huge claw prints. That caused my head to throb once more. 
 
    “Don’t vomit again,” I ordered myself. 
 
    I stood within the heat of the flames, willing myself to—I jumped and shouted in terror as a horrible trumpeting roar shattered the night. I imagined that the T-Rex had just made the sound. The roar caused my hackles to rise and me to shake uncontrollably. 
 
    I whirled around, and did so again, but I couldn’t see the beast. I strained, with my head swiveling as I tried to see everywhere at once. 
 
    It didn’t matter. There was no sign of the beast and rider. 
 
    I laughed, but there was little sanity or humor in it. What a wretched fate to face at the end of my life. 
 
    “Get in the game, Jake. Something is bad wrong here. You need to figure it out. Quit acting like a jackass. They’re using you somehow.” 
 
    I looked around one more time but couldn’t spy the rider and T-Rex. Maybe that meant I was coming back to reality. 
 
    The base camp couldn’t be that far away. It was in the gap between the icy mountains. I knew the camp was 51 miles from the South Pole. We’d crashed 57 miles from the pole. 
 
    I could trek a lousy six miles. First, I needed a parka. Food would be good, too, but first things first. 
 
    I kicked out the next few T-Rex tracks I saw. Then I ignored them. They were something real, these tracks, but didn’t belong to a long-extinct monster with a knightly rider. 
 
    Finally, I came up to a dead man lying in the snow. I stared at him, feeling sick and confused. He wore a parka, a bloody one. I crouched beside him. The parka had a slit a jabbing lance head might have made. 
 
    In the end, I took the gory parka, donning it and throwing the hood over my head. There were gloves and a flashlight in the pockets. 
 
    I knew the T-Rex tracks were not real, but I shined my light on them just the same, deciding to follow the tracks as I began to slog through the darkness toward the mountains I saw ahead. 
 
    What would I find at the camp? There was one, right? The camp would have a hole in the ice with streetlamps around it—I halted. My eyes narrowed. I had an idea I finally understood. This must be the work of a psi-master. I’d bested Doctor Spencer before…by cutting his telepathy from accessing my mind. 
 
    I concentrated even though it hurt my head. I concentrated and threw the switch in my brain that seven months ago had—before I could ruminate about the past, everything before me began to waver and blur. 
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    My brain throbbed horribly as everything blurred around me. The stars vanished. The snow and ice disappeared. The very fabric of the universe tore apart—I gasped as I found myself strapped to a hardwood table. I did not lie upon it because it was vertical. Leather straps secured my calves, thighs, waist, chest, neck, forehead, biceps and wrists. 
 
    The room was a cavern of stone, an auditorium-sized chamber with hundreds of stone alcoves as if to store mummies, one per alcove. I did not spy any mummies, as the alcoves near me were empty of people, caskets or corpses. 
 
    The light came from three tall poles with floodlights on top and three-pronged stands on the bottom. I spied cords, regular, orange-colored extension cords that snaked—I heard the generator as I saw it: a big square object with dials and round indicators. I smelled gasoline, too. It looked like a big generator one might purchase at Home Depot or Lowes. 
 
    In the farthest part of the chamber was a large semicircular bank of controls. Three small Ophidians sat on swivel chairs there, monitoring the controls. 
 
    Behind the semicircle of controls were three arches leading…somewhere in this subterranean place. 
 
    I was warm, and I spied the orange glow of portable heaters. 
 
    Only after I saw all this did I see the scantily clad woman. She was dressed in garb better suited to a Las Vegas stage magician’s helper, including high heels. She wore elbow-length gloves and concentrated her attention on a large screen with dials and switches. I could not see what she saw on the screen. 
 
    I did note that wires led from a band around my cranium to her screen. If I had to guess, I believe she saw what I’d been viewing in my hallucination. 
 
    Or maybe she’d been causing it? 
 
    Lastly, a large-headed man lacking hair regarded me closely from the left, the opposite side as the helper with her screen. He wore outlandish clothes, long silky robes that shimmered in the light with a stiff and rather large black collar that came up a little past his chin and jaw. When I say bigheaded, I mean he had the overlarge cranium that indicated a psi-master. He had piercing dark eyes and wore eye shadow, with a black soul-patch beard under his thin lower lip. He wore black gloves— 
 
    This psi-master was short, barely five feet tall. He wore, I noticed, a steel band around his forehead, with a small radar-like dish in front where a surgeon might have a light. I had the horrible feeling that the radar dish helped him concentrate his psionic power against me, heightening or increasing it. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said. 
 
    The psi-master turned sharply to his stage assistant. She must not have noticed. He called out harshly in a tongue or language I didn’t understand. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    He spat more words at her. 
 
    She grew pale, shaking her head. 
 
    He drew a wand from a sash around his gaudy silk robes. Approaching her, he held out the wand. It had a red gem on the end that sizzled with light and power. 
 
    The stage magician helper fell to her knees, weeping and beginning to plead with him with her hands clasped before her. 
 
    The little creep loomed before her, shoving his crotch near her face. Then he touched the gem upon the top of her head. She stiffened, her eyes going wide and glazed. It did not seem as if she could move. 
 
    The psi-master spoke rapidly in a low voice as if instructing her. At last, he removed the gem from the top of her head. She swayed, moaned and collapsed onto the stone floor. 
 
    He turned away with an evil smile. And he noticed that I noticed, narrowing his dark eyes at me. After a moment’s contemplation, he whirled around and barked orders at the collapsed woman. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and to the screen that she’d monitored earlier. There, she began to turn dials and flip switches. 
 
    Painful jolts against my head caused me to groan. 
 
    The psi-master approached, his eyes still narrowed. I towered over the wretched sod of an alien. Yes, he had the appearance of a man, a human, but I had no doubt he’d been born elsewhere, and that his people hadn’t been on Earth for thousands of years, if ever. 
 
    How did I know all these things? Well, I didn’t know. These were guesses, my gut feelings. 
 
    The power surges striking my brain increased. I found it hard to focus on him. In a haze of pain and blurriness, I saw him thrust the wand toward me, touching the middle of my forehead with it. 
 
    He spoke again in his harsh voice. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Jake–Jake Bayard,” I stammered. 
 
    “Are you an Earthling?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are a Traveler?” 
 
    I did not respond. 
 
    “I asked you a question, Jake Bayard. When I do, you must answer.” 
 
    “Screw you,” I said. 
 
    In my haze of pain, I think he smiled nastily as he turned and signaled his assistant. A red haze struck me as pain jolted my entire being so I shivered and moaned. 
 
    “Are you a Traveler?” he asked. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Where have you gone?” 
 
    “Saddoth.” 
 
    “Anywhere else?” 
 
    “The Planet of the Dead.” 
 
    He frowned, and I could tell he contemplated giving me more pain. 
 
    “I don’t know the planet’s formal name,” I said. “That was what I called it.” 
 
    He nodded. “Why did you come to Antarctica this time?” 
 
    I tried to gather enough saliva to spit at him, as I was tired of answering his questions. I needed to change the parameters of this. 
 
    “Jake Bayard,” he said. “Why did you come to Antarctica this time?” 
 
    Something else struck me, perhaps a mental force from the radar dish attached to the band on his forehead. It shifted my attitude, making it more pliable. 
 
    “Krekelens,” I heard myself whisper. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Kill,” I said in a sudden vehement voice. I hated my pliability but couldn’t help answering the question. “I wanted to kill them all.” 
 
    He removed the gem from my forehead. I could see the craftiness in his evil eyes. He wanted something else from me. How he served the small Ophidians, I did not know. He rubbed his chin as he studied me and glanced at his waiting assistant. Finally, he touched my forehead again with the gem. 
 
    “Jake Bayard, if you remain here in captivity, you will die. And do you know how you shall die?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “As feast meat for the…Ophidians, you call them Ophidians, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “They will force feed you for weeks, inserting a tube down your throat. Every three hours, milk-soaked grain will pour into your gullet. You will gain fifty pounds before they baste you in your own fats and juices. Do you want to end your days as feast meat?” 
 
    “No,” I said, my throat raw. 
 
    “No,” he said, studying me. “Jake Bayard, if I help you escape, will you help me reach a place I have long sought?” 
 
    “What place?” I said. 
 
    He frowned, shaking his big head. “That is not the concern, is it, feast meat?” 
 
    “…No,” I said, wondering if he was mentally conditioning me in some way I could not detect. 
 
    “You’re stronger than I—” He ceased speaking, glanced back at the assistant and then regarded me once more. “We will have to move fast and…” 
 
    He continued talking for some time, but I no longer understood his words. He had a plan, this crafty little psi-master. I gleaned from him that he feared the small Ophidians and wished to escape from them. Why this was so, I didn’t know. Still, if I could gain my freedom from it, why should I care? 
 
    At last, he withdrew the gem. Almost immediately, the surges of power coming through the wires to my headband ceased. I felt dizzy and ill, and it was hard to remember what happened next. I think the assistant began unbuckling the straps around me. I hoped that was the case, because I dearly wanted to get away from the flesh-devouring Ophidians. 
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    The next few hours were a blur. I would fade into consciousness and find the stage magician’s assistant helping me stagger through a subterranean complex of stone tunnels. They seemed familiar— 
 
    Yes! I understood why. Colonel McPherson and I had trekked through the tunnels seven months ago as we’d hunted the landed Krekelens and psi-masters. I’d had my IAR and some grenades then, and had spilled enemy blood by the buckets. 
 
    The implications…the tunnels near our old base camp were connected to the tunnels of the new camp here in the gap between the mountains. Just how far did the subterranean complex go? This implied tens of kilometers of tunnels, downward ramps and hidden chambers. 
 
    As I contemplated that, everything would fade out again, and time would pass in a haze. How much time passed in that way was impossible to tell. 
 
    Slowly, fear boiled in my gut, heating to urgency as I realized I needed to get away from those chasing us. 
 
    Who chased us? 
 
    They! They did, and I had to get away from them. 
 
    My thoughts coalesced as I faded in again. I moved in the dark as an unseen stone door slid open before me. I heard whispers behind me, but did not comprehend what it meant. I staggered through the door. Several seconds later, stone ground against stone as the door closed, keeping its ancient secret from others. 
 
    Only…I frowned. I wasn’t alone, was I? There were others with me. I couldn’t remember whom—I halted, because suddenly I did remember. The psi-master and his assistant used me, had been using me for hours. 
 
    I felt pressure to keep moving, but resisted it. I was Jake Bayard. I didn’t do the bidding of others. I was a Comanche warrior who only did what he wanted. If someone used me, tried to pressure me in ways I didn’t accept— 
 
    “No,” I whispered. My jaw muscles bunched up as I grinded my teeth. I had to regain control of my mental faculties. I had to— 
 
    Guile rose into my consciousness. “Is someone with me?” I asked. 
 
    I waited for an answer, sensing stillness around me, as in others not moving a muscle so I wouldn’t notice them. But I did notice, because…because…I could feel them beside me. I could feel them hoping my mind would fade out again as I forgot about their scheme of using me. They must have planned for this and hoped to complete whatever they desired before my normal temperament or personality reasserted itself. 
 
    I remembered that the psi-master had hooked me to a mind machine, maybe one that had accentuated his natural telepathy. He’d conditioned me— 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s over. It’s…” I concentrated and remembered I had a way to battle a psi-master unique to me. “Yes,” I said, with venom, with hate and with elation. Once more, I threw the switch in my mind that severed it from psionic communication. 
 
    I did not move as a moment of dizziness struck. As it passed, I bent my head in concentration. I listened—there, to my left, I heard a breath drawn ever so slowly— 
 
    As savagely and forcefully as I could, I swiveled and swung my right fist. It connected, thankfully, not with a tunnel wall. I’d been reckless to throw a blow like that. But the fact of my being used by a psi-master had greatly motivated me. My fist hit a face, a hot one, and I felt the crunch of bone and heard the thud of a body striking a wall. 
 
    Why hot, though, why had my fist felt the hot flesh of a face? 
 
    “Jake Bayard,” a man said sharply, as a hellish red glow appeared. 
 
    The glow caught my gaze and tried to catch my mind in a psionic net. I could feel its clinging power. I snarled, and I snatched the wand attached to the gem, ripping it out of the psi-master’s weak grip. 
 
    The red glow ceased, and the clinging power shredded. Yet…a globule of something flowed down the wand from the gem to my hand, melding against flesh and shooting up my arm to surge against—a blast of knowledge struck my thoughts. It was an accumulation of the psi-master’s tactics against me these past hours. I understood in that moment that the gem was a vortlups from the planet Aihai, a planet full of psi-masters. The lamas or priests of Aihai had tended the vortlups for generations, slowly culturing it for the use of psi-masters. The gem was a tool, a machine of sorts that magnified psionic energy, which was a form of mental power.  
 
    More knowledge exploded into my mind. With the gem or vortlups…Chandler, Psi-Master Chandler had invaded my thoughts and created a link or connection so we could exchange thoughts, words from different languages. He’d needed the vortlups to bridge the gap between us so we could talk. 
 
    That all poured into my mind at once, along with other knowledge. Psi-Master Chandler had crossed from Aihai to Earth millennia ago in a stasis tube, using a revolutionary technique for star travel. It was slow compared to the way I’d traveled to the Planet of the Dead, Saddoth and back to Earth seven months ago. The stasis was to survive the incredible journey and the terrible length of time his way took. 
 
    Gunfire, I saw gunfire and grenade blasts in the glob of memories, Psi-Master Chandler’s in this instance. Oh. I saw myself from his perspective, a huge killer with a maniac’s grin of vengeance. That had been seven months ago, and that meant Chandler had survived my attack in the tunnels back then. There was more in that memory: a Master, a Krekelen had also survived. The Krekelen was named…Alvor the Sleek, a powerful one with great— 
 
    In the dark of the tunnel, I bit my lower lip in order to keep myself from crying out with understanding. I’d just struck Alvor the Sleek a mighty blow. 
 
    Yet…what had happened to the woman, the stage magician’s assistant? 
 
    As more knowledge from the vortlups spilled into my mind, I realized that Alvor the Sleek had played or shape-shifted into the stage magician’s woman. Alvor had pretended to be the assistant, when in reality he’d been the master guiding Chandler. 
 
    Did that mean Alvor had survived my gunfire seven months ago? Yes, in my memories, in the ones disgorged by the gem, I saw Alvor heal from a grenade blast that had come within a hair’s breathe of destroying his brain. That would have permanently killed the alien fiend. Instead, Alvor and his sidekick Chandler had survived these seven months in the cold subterranean complex. I’d never been able to go back, scour the tunnels and make sure I’d killed all the aliens trying to sneak onto Earth. The President’s orders had prevented that. 
 
    There was more: the awakening of the small Ophidians for instance, but it was such a rush of memories that it was too much to absorb and replay all at once. One thing I did see, however. Alvor and Chandler wanted to escape from the small Ophidians. They’d pretended to help the scaly creatures in order to—I straightened into a rigid pose. They had pretended to help the Ophidians in order to capture me and use me to, to… 
 
    I knit my brows, and I heard a scrape of sound. I concentrated and kicked out with my left foot, using the sole of my boot—I slammed against something, hurling it back against the tunnel wall, hearing a thud and crunch, and a scream of pure fury. 
 
    I did not have a gun, knife or even a rock, just my feet and fists. 
 
    Harsh weird-sounding words squealed as I’d heard seven months ago. I didn’t know the meaning of the words, but I knew what they meant. That was a Krekelen issuing orders in his language. 
 
    I spun and ran as I’d run seven months ago. I ran blindly in the tunnels, without a shred of light, trusting to my instincts.  
 
    A new feeling of déjà vu struck. This was different from last time. I’d done this before—seven months ago—dashing down tunnels made millennia ago, in humanity’s dawn time. 
 
    Alvor the Sleek and his sidekick Psi-Master Chandler had weapons they could turn against me. I had to get away from them. 
 
    Would the small Ophidians track them down in time? There was something about the small Ophidians I did not understand. They were not in the same league as the Krekelens and psi-masters. They were something else, though. 
 
    That was all a gleaning from the memory glob I’d ingested. 
 
    I slowed my pace because I could no longer feel the other two. I’d gotten lucky again, as Colonel McPherson had said about my first time. I slowed down and felt ahead with my hands, not wanting to dash myself unconscious against a wall. 
 
    Since I was down here, should I attempt to travel to another planet? Or would it be wiser to backtrack and find a way out of Antarctica? The humans up on the ice—they’d become that way due to Psi-Master Chandler. He’d modified their brains just as Spencer had done before to U.S. Army personnel. 
 
    I shook my head. I hated psi-masters, hated the Krekelens. I wish I’d slain all of them in the tunnels seven months ago. The small Ophidians were loose because I’d failed to get every Krekelen. This was such a waste of time and energy. I wanted to get to Saddoth and help Bok. Now, though, I’d have to deal with Alvor the Sleek and Chandler, and then the small Ophidians, likely in that order. 
 
    Yet, even though I was the tip of the spear, I knew I wasn’t good enough to do all that by my lonesome. I shook my head and let myself roam. As had happened before, I heard the grinding sounds of opening and closing stone doors. In some manner, this place was attuned to me, or to my Traveler genes, at least. 
 
    I panted, exhausted from my ordeals. My head throbbed and hurt. Chandler had given me something to help against the concussion before— 
 
    I halted. Why had he caused the strange hallucination about the rider and T-Rex? I searched through the glob of memories, but couldn’t find an answer to that. 
 
    With a shrug, I continued my lonely trek. It was much warmer than earlier. That told me I’d been trekking downward for quite some time. 
 
    At last, I reached a place of faint glowing red light. In the distance, I spied the capstone or pyramidion of the obelisk that I’d seen and used seven months ago. With it, I could transmit to— 
 
    I shouted in shock, for at that moment I spied a small silver disc on my pant leg. I tore off the disc, finding the back adhesive. What was this thing? I put it on the floor and crushed it with a boot heel. I had no doubt it was a tracking device. Did that mean Alvor and Chandler had been tracking me? 
 
    The answer was obvious. 
 
    I hurried through the corridor, seeing once again the strange cave paintings of mammoth and pterodactyl riders. I spied pictures of flying saucers beaming exploding pyramids. Had these events taken place on Earth many millennia ago, before the time of ancient Sumer, Crete and Egypt? 
 
    Soon, I approached the tall stone obelisk with its pulsating red capstone. Was the thing intelligent? I had sensed so in the past. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “It’s me, Bayard. Long time no see, huh?” 
 
    I heard a hum from the obelisk, and I heard a shout from behind. I turned, seeing a sweaty and pale-faced Psi-Master Chandler. Behind him followed a being with demonically red eyes. 
 
    Canopus, the word rang in my mind. 
 
    That didn’t seem like my thought, but an invading word or idea. 
 
    The capstone of the obelisk, or the pyramidion, beamed a red ray that struck me between the eyes. 
 
    Canopus, someone said again in my mind. 
 
    I will send you, Traveler: That came from the pyramidion of Earth, which could understand my English. 
 
    “Wait,” I shouted. “I want to go to Saddoth or my father’s homeworld.” 
 
    The pyramidion did not answer. 
 
    I looked at my right hand. It had become clear and wavered like smoke. Then, it stretched out toward the red pulsating pyramidion on top of the obelisk. 
 
    “No,” I shouted. “This is a mistake. I don’t want to go to Canopus.” 
 
    To Canopus you shall go, the pyramidion told me. I wish thee well, Traveler. And beware the Shajoks of Canopus.   
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    But it was too late, as my entire body stretched and lengthened toward the pyramidion. A moment later, my smoky being shot up from the pyramidion through stone and ice, up to orbital Earth and then toward the Star System of distant Canopus. 
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    After what seemed like an eon of time, I felt myself lying upon something soft and comforting. It was a recognition of being solid again, of— 
 
    I opened my eyes in time to see a surrounding cloud of red energy. The energy burst outward, and I grunted as my back and the back of my legs and the heels of my feet struck hard ground. The red force billowed upward, and I expected it to go into funnels as had happened the last time I traveled to another planet. That did not happen this time because there were no funnels or even ceiling. Instead, the energy began to dissipate at a considerable distance from the ground. I wondered if anyone would be able to see such a thing from afar and if that might be a beacon or warning. 
 
    No, no, I told myself. Flashes of cosmic lightning and awful thunder would have already done that. The last few times I’d Traveled such had occurred. 
 
    I blinked and blinked again, witnessing a beer-colored sky, quite distinct from the blue of Earth, the green of the Planet of the Dead or the light blue of Saddoth. High in the sky near noon was a huge intense white star. 
 
    “Canopus?” I whispered. 
 
    A feeling of rightness filled me about that—not rightness that I’d wanted to go to Canopus. Chandler must have inserted the idea into my mind. Why he and Alvor wanted me here—they’d used me as a trailblazer, no doubt, traveling here themselves even now, as they followed my path. Why did they want to come here, though? How could it aid the greater plans of the Krekelens? 
 
    If it was good for Krekelens, it was likely bad for me and for Earth. 
 
    I concentrated, trying to stick to the first issue. The feeling of rightness was that I’d actually journeyed 310 light-years from Earth to Canopus, to one of its orbiting planets, anyway. Did the planet belong to the former Harmony, whatever that had been? Hadn’t Spencer once said that Canopus was a hub world? 
 
    I frowned, remembering reading about Canopus the star. It was approximately ten thousand times as luminous as our sun, Sol. It had also expanded to 71 times Sol’s radius. 
 
    It that was true, this planet couldn’t be in the same goldilocks zone as Earth was to Sol. Given what we knew about stars and planets—Canopus had greatly expanded. That must mean this planet was in the outer region of the star system, likely where Jupiter, Saturn or maybe even Neptune would be in relation to Sol. 
 
    Given these facts, would life on the planet have had time to evolve as it possibly had on Earth? 
 
    Canopus had expanded to 71 times Sol’s radius… I had a feeling that all life forms here, including any bacteria, must have come from elsewhere, from other planets. Meaning, I doubted anything had originated in the Canopus Star System. 
 
    Was that important? I had no idea, just as I had no idea when Psi-Master Chandler and Alvor the Sleek would arrive. 
 
    I sat up and frowned for several reasons. One, I wasn’t in an alcove or octagonal chamber as I’d been in the last times I’d Traveled. Two, I didn’t have any clothes or boots. Thus, I was quite naked and empty-handed. Instead of an alcove, I rested upon on a large crystal slab. To my left were the jagged remains of what might have been a blasted or detonated obelisk. In fact, there were fused crystal shards lying about in an endless expanse mingled with a greater number of rock shards. 
 
    I noted other jagged bases of what might have been obelisks or plinths, indicating this must have once been a special place indeed. A closer examination showed that the crystal pad I lay upon only covered a large circular area the size of a house. After that, I spied solid stone or rock flooring. 
 
    Had the former structures suffered heavy artillery shelling or had an enemy dropped bombs as from B-52s say? 
 
    With slow deliberation, I climbed to my feet and examined myself. I hadn’t sustained any injuries, and my head felt good. It would seem I’d regained full health by the journey and would not need to eat or drink for a time. 
 
    I moved about to test my limbs, and I felt—ah. This planet must be smaller than Earth, as I felt perceptibly less gravity. Did that mean I would be stronger than the natives, as my muscles were accustomed to greater gravity? I could use a few advantages. 
 
    I cocked my head, as I heard a sound. Until this point, I’d heard nothing, not even a stir of wind. I looked around at the vast area of stony and crystal desolation. Maybe someone on the planet didn’t want Travelers arriving, and that was why they’d attacked this place, to stop further transfers. 
 
    I noticed a green smudge in one direction, possibly a forest. If something were coming to investigate, I’d never make it there in time to hide. So, I started walking in the opposite direction, picking my way so I wouldn’t step on a fused or sharp piece of crystal or on the many pieces of blasted rock. 
 
    The noise—a whine—became louder. I looked back. Something lifted into view, into the air. It might have been a sky-raft like the small Ophidians had flown in Antarctica. 
 
    I ceased hurrying and faced the approaching raft. Running would be senseless and it would make me feel cowardly. It would make me look guilty, too. Better to face this like a Marine than a fleeing rat. Naturally, I would try to negotiate. Would I be able to speak to those on the raft? I rather doubted it, still…better to try to get along than not. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the sky-raft to close the distance between us. It had glowing red discs under it, perhaps some kind of anti-gravity device like the ones in Antarctica. It floated serenely about fifty meters from the ground. There was a rail around the outer edge, and I estimated the raft was the size of a U.S. Navy destroyer, much bigger therefore than the Ophidian craft. The raft wasn’t that long, mind you. I meant the same as a destroyer in total area or mass. 
 
    The giant sky-raft slowed as it neared, and a dark head appeared at one edge, perhaps studying me. The head disappeared a moment later. 
 
    Abruptly, the raft lowered as the lower discs glowed a brighter color. The raft floated to within ten meters from the ground. A gate on the outer rail opened, and a huge humanoid jumped. 
 
    I expected him to plummet and hit hard. Instead, he floated down. I noted several things at once. He was huge as I’ve said and thus quite a bit bigger than I was. He was also hairy like a gorilla. He wore a peaked helmet, a leathery harness with a large glowing object on his back and heavy, possibly military boots. Maybe the thing on his back was an anti-gravity device, allowing him to float instead of plummet down. 
 
    As he floated, I noticed his face was more hominid than ape but certainly not human like me. 
 
    The creature landed lightly, and he manipulated a control on his belt so the roundish object on his back ceased glowing. He stood an easy eight feet tall and was accordingly much thicker than I was with longer, apish arms, and yes, with thick but shorter legs in relation to the rest of him. I estimated him to weigh a good 800 or 900 pounds, putting him well out of my league. 
 
    No one else had appeared on the sky-raft, which maintained its present height. 
 
    I thought of the creature as a titanthrop from an SF series I’d read before. He opened his apish-hominid mouth and spoke harshly in words I didn’t understand. No big surprise there. He did so again, and I noticed that he did not squeal as a Krekelen would have done or hiss like an Ophidian. 
 
    To show him I meant no ill will, I shrugged. 
 
    He scowled and drew a giant pistol from an open holster on his belt, aiming the long-barreled gun at me. It looked like a crude revolver with a cylinder where it should be to hold bullets, not like a less technical, single-shot flintlock as old-time pirates had used. 
 
    I raised my hands, getting far too used to the process. 
 
    He growled harshly again, motioning with the huge gun that I come near him. 
 
    Since I didn’t care to become target practice for a great alien ape, I started toward him. What else could I do? The gravity might be less here, but I could possibly only jump twice as high as normal. I imagine I could finally dunk a basketball. I was taller than most, but my bulk had precluded dunking in the past. 
 
    He grinned at me in an ugly manner, and drew a big, serrated knife with his left hand. 
 
    I stopped, stunned, because I’d seen that knife before. Yes, in my nightmare aboard the 130. That would mean I’d had a premonition about this moment. I didn’t like the implications of that. 
 
    His snarl, his eyes—I had the feeling he wanted my life or at least my scalp as a trophy. Ah-ha, I’d had the same feeling in the nightmare. Knowing that, I lowered my arms and decided on the only thing that made sense: trickery. 
 
    If I sounded unconcerned, believe me that wasn’t the case. I’d long ago learned, however, that keeping morale up was critical in life and death situations. I was naked, much smaller than he was and had no allies. Thus, I did a most un-Marine-like move: I cowered and made whimpering noises while shuffling toward him like a frightened rat. 
 
    His eyes glowed with malice, and I believe my fear delighted him. He hooted in a loud voice, motioning with the gun that I hurry to him. 
 
    I did, for just a moment, anyway, and then I crumpled upon the ground, crying out in misery. As I cried out, I grabbed two rocks under me. The first was perfect, and I didn’t really think I’d need another one. I’d been a pitcher on Turlock’s high school baseball team, and I’d pitched my first and only year in college. I knew I could take this sucker out. But just in case, I grabbed another rock with my left hand. 
 
    He shouted, roaring, perhaps becoming impatient with my antics. 
 
    I looked up, cringing from upon the ground, although I had my feet under me. I was hoping he wanted that scalp and wouldn’t just shoot me. Overconfidence had been the bane of many a warrior. Seeing how puny I was compared to him—naked and hairless to boot—he should have been feeling mighty confident about now. 
 
    He snorted in obvious derision and started toward me. 
 
    I gauged distances to him, to the sky-raft and—I noticed dots higher in the sky. I hadn’t seen them earlier. There were a half dozen or more, and they seemed to be moving fast toward us. 
 
    Big boy was almost upon me. He strutted, no doubt having decided to make a show of this to others on the raft. Then, he looked up and back at the sky-raft, maybe to see if he had an audience. 
 
    I stood and wound up for the pitch of my life, hurling the chunk of obelisk rock, giving it everything I had. 
 
    He turned back with a huge smile on his overconfident hominid face, and the rock hit him a little above his hugely flattish nose. The rock didn’t shatter, which meant all its velocity was transferred to him. The effect was better than I’d hoped. He dropped hard, and I dashed at him, covering the short distance between us. 
 
    His big, serrated knife hit the ground with a clatter and I scooped it up, hardly realizing I’d done so. 
 
    I was naked, an alien on this dismal world and without a friend, and I knew that Alvor and Chandler were coming soon. The knife felt good to hold, and I planned to put the edge against the hominid’s throat and make him see reason as I shook him awake. 
 
    That wasn’t how it went down, though. 
 
    I whirled around as he grunted. I thought he’d be out for a bit, giving me time to collect my thoughts. He didn’t blink or shake his head, but glared at me, spat a harsh word and raised his pistol. I could see the intent to kill in his simian eyes. 
 
    What was I saying about overconfidence? 
 
    I lunged at him, twisting as he pulled the trigger. A terrific boom sounded. A massive bullet that seemed like a cannon ball tore past me. The gun barrel rose as smoke poured from it. He pulled the trigger again and attempted to align that monster barrel at me. I slid past the hand cannon, and I stabbed with great force. 
 
    The gun went off again, nearly deafening me. The shock of the sound—I twisted the knife, rolling past as I withdrew the serrated blade from him. 
 
    I landed on my feet, staggering, with my ears ringing and half-dazed by the blast. I turned to him, expecting to see that huge barrel aimed at my chest. 
 
    Instead, the gun and his firing hand struck the ground as he arched. Blood jetted in a geyser from his ruined throat. He gurgled and began to thrash on the ground. 
 
    It looked like I was going to live for the moment. Despite the ringing in my ears, the desperation of the last few seconds and my dazed condition, I looked up. 
 
    His fellow creatures on the sky-raft must have finally noticed the fast-approaching dots, which turned into sleek sled-like affairs. I could see two riders on each sky-cycle as they bore down upon the raft. The riders wore red clothes and crouched low, the forward man hiding behind a curved windshield. The rear man must have also received the benefit of the windshield. Both wore leather caps tightly tied to their scalps. 
 
    The raft slid away from me and rose at the same time, leaving the dead titanthrop on the ground with me. 
 
    I looked at the bloody knife in my hand, the dead soldier-thing on the ground and the antagonists in the sky. This was my chance to change my lowly status of naked alien. I hurried to the dead soldier, deciding it was time to loot him for whatever would be useful. 
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    I hurried across the crystal-rock-littered plain with its jagged bases of old obelisks. I was guessing on the last, but it seemed likely. 
 
    I wore wrapped and tied leather strips on my feet, a loincloth of sorts along with a makeshift smock. I’d shortened the leather thong to the sheath of the knife, which flapped against my left thigh. I also had his giant holster and pistol. The gun was clearly too big for my hands, even though they were bigger than the average Earthman’s. I guessed it was something like .70 or .75 caliber. The weapon was crudely fashioned, as I’d said, in the sense of a Colt Peacemaker of the Old West had been. 
 
    As I ran, I examined one of the extra shells. I wore a belt of them looped around my torso. The shell looked ordinary enough, just far bigger, and I believed gunpowder propelled the slug. In a way, that was a relief. It meant I might understand this world. 
 
    Was there any way of getting home again? Did the planet possess an obelisk for that, or was it smashed as well? Why hadn’t they had a ziggurat for landing as the other planets had possessed? 
 
    I laughed manically. Staying alive would be the chore for now. I had no food and didn’t know if I could eat anything on the planet, although it seemed I should be able to. 
 
    I kept hurrying, running for the smudge of green in the distance, having decided to try for there. 
 
    The aerialists were engaging as the sleds or sky-cycles bore down upon the raft, coming in from different directions. A green beam flashed from the raft, striking a sky-cycle. The cycle burst apart, pieces and two humanoid shapes falling from it. 
 
    The other sleds continued to rush the sky-raft, presumably to get close enough to use their shorter-range weapons. 
 
    The raft beam flashed again, taking another cycle as it also exploded, raining blood and flesh as well as metal this time. 
 
    That, however, allowed a third cycle the time to reach the raft. 
 
    I stopped to watch and see what sort of weaponry the air-cyclists would use and how effective it would prove. 
 
    To my horror, the cycle or sled didn’t veer away at the last second but crashed fully upon the raft as if that had been the intent of the riders. The cycle exploded with great power, much more than a gasoline explosion, or whatever sort of fuel had been motivating the thing. Had the sled been carrying bombs? Was that their short-range weapon? 
 
    The huge sky-raft shuddered as exploded pieces rained upward. Then, shapes fell off the giant raft, a dozen of them hairy titanthrops. The rest were chunks of metal and splinters of wood. Of the two human-looking air-cyclists, there was no sign. The explosion must have pulverized their bodies into pulp and bloody haze. 
 
    Would the raft now plummet? Had the kamikaze cyclists won? Four remaining air-cycles veered off from their plunging assault, perhaps waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    The giant raft wobbled, wobbled more, tipping to one side, and then it straightened abruptly. As it did, it lowered in the sky. Then, a beam stabbed from it, and another sled exploded. The sky-raft had survived the kamikaze hit. It was back to dealing damage to its enemies again. 
 
    The three circling air-cycles did not hesitate but immediately veered hard and aimed at the slowly moving raft. They each increased speed as they sledded toward the enemy. The riders were crouched even lower behind the front windshields this time. 
 
    Another beam stabbed into the sky, missing an air-cycle. 
 
    I noticed side items strapped to each sled. I assumed those were the bombs. The riders were the intelligent part of what were in essence guided missiles, suicide attackers like the Japanese kamikazes of WWII. 
 
    Once more, a beam rayed upward, and it hit a sled, but nothing happened. Perhaps the beam had lost its power to destroy. 
 
    As the three sleds zoomed toward the giant raft, I saw the big hairy hominids appear, blazing away with their huge pistols. 
 
    A sled rider tumbled from his steering spot, possibly shot, and the cycle veered from the raft. It didn’t have much farther to go and slammed against the ground, exploding a second later. What a horrific way to die. 
 
    The last two air-cycles slammed one, two against the huge raft. Each exploded, throwing titanthrops into the air. Some fell back onto the raft. Others fell farther, slamming against the ground. A moment later, the sky-raft exploded with fury, annihilating everything in a hurricane blast that demolished half of the raft. I watched spellbound as the surviving pieces rained and struck the crystal-rock plain. 
 
    I scanned back and forth. There were no more rafts or two-man sleds in the sky. The two groups had slaughtered each other. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    The kamikaze attacks…they left me winded. What a way to fight, knowing you had to crash against the enemy to beat him. Clearly, there must be tremendous hate between the two sides for each other. 
 
    Shaking my head again, realizing that war was alive and well on this planet, I turned and began trudging. I did not head for the green smudge again, but in the opposite direction. Wouldn’t Alvor and Chandler assume I went in that direction? 
 
    Maybe. They would arrive soon, or so I expected. I debated waiting for them and killing them while they recovered from the journey. But I didn’t know if more sky-rafts or air-sleds would show up. It was better to hightail it while I could. 
 
    What was the right thing to do then? I was lost on an alien planet—I grunted. Surviving was the thing for now. I needed to concentrate on that as I learned the situation here. I kept glancing back over my shoulder, looking for more rafts and air-cyclists. Fortunately, I did not spy any. 
 
    Maybe an hour later, I heard distant thunder. Turning, I spied red lightning flashing down from the heavens. It thundered again, and I knew that Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler had arrived on the world. 
 
    Would another sky-raft come to investigate? If so, would more air-sleds arrive to do battle with them? 
 
    I would have liked to know the answer to those questions. I would have liked to know what the two interlopers planned to achieve in the Canopus System. Instead, I kept walking steadily. I’d have time to figure all that out if I remained alive. 
 
    Perhaps an hour after that I left the solid rock plain and shuffled upon rock slabs. In places between the slabs, I spied tuffs of grass. Soon after that, I saw ants. 
 
    I stopped, got on my hands and knees and studied the ants. They were exactly like those I’d seen in my childhood in Central California. Did that mean ants had crossed from Earth and landed here? Had they used the same form of transfer as me? If ants had made the journey, maybe other Earth beasts had as well, including other humans. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten a close enough look at the air-cyclists. They’d looked human from a distance, but that didn’t mean they would close up. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. I was hungry sooner than I’d expected. Maybe not having an alcove on a ziggurat made a difference with landing. Maybe I hadn’t gained as much strength this time because of the screwed up landing field. 
 
    I actually debated catching ants and eating them. Instead, I continued to trek as the big sun worked across the beer-colored sky. 
 
    I walked until I saw vultures or eagles soaring high up there. I stopped, used my hand to shade my eyes from the sun and studied the soaring birds. I studied them to see if one had the form of a pterodactyl, as I recalled the pictures on the cavern walls in subterranean Antarctica. I did not believe I saw a pterodactyl, certainly not any pterodactyl riders, which was a relief. 
 
    Thus, I resumed my trek, and in time, a wind began to blow against me. I smelled salt on the air and—I raised my nose and sniffed several times. My stomach complained as I smelled roasting meat. My mouth began to water, and the next thing I found was that I ran raggedly over the endless stone shelf. I followed my nose, and the smell of roasting beef became even more powerful. 
 
    I noticed in the distance the end of the rock plain. Beyond it, I saw watery blue, perhaps the salt tang I’d smelled. The sea was well beyond the obvious end of the rock—I shrugged, moving faster and feeling lightheaded. I needed food, as the extra source of strength I’d received had just about dissipated. 
 
    Soon, I reached the edge of a giant cliff. Far below, perhaps five hundred feet down, was a thin ribbon of beach. Far down there, I spied two wooden vessels. One looked like an old-time carrack, a tubby wooden vessel like one that Christopher Columbus might have used. It was at anchor off the beach and in a bay. The other was long like a giant canoe. It was beached on shore. 
 
    A bonfire roared there, with people milling around it. Well, I took them to be people. I couldn’t tell from up here. The roasting smells came from the fire, from giant spits. 
 
    I studied the cliff for a time. It was steeper in some places than others and had many rocky outcroppings and tough-looking plants and grasses. If I took my time, I should be able to work down the thousand-foot cliff. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. There was no time like the present. It was either that or head back and eat raw titanthrop flesh. That had no appeal. Besides, Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler might have met up with allies. It seemed logical they might have some. 
 
    Thus, I moved to my hands and knees, turned and slid my leather-bound feet over the cliff to begin the long descent. 
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    Perhaps halfway down the cliff face I felt the scrutiny of watchers. While clinging to rocks, I turned my head. The people had left the fire and come nearer the base of the cliff. Some pointed up at me. Two fellows aimed what looked like spyglasses in my direction. 
 
    I let go with my left hand and waved to them. 
 
    The reaction wasn’t anything I’d expected. Their frantic running and racing around the beach indicated panic. I heard snatches of shouts as others screamed at those that went back to the fire and its roasting meat. 
 
    Everyone raced to the huge canoe. No. Now that I was closer, I saw that it was a longboat, a big one. Perhaps fifteen people grabbed the gunwales and shoved it into the surf. Soon enough, they clambered aboard, produced oars and began to row hard. 
 
    The longboat headed for the anchored carrack. A loud bell began to ring from the larger vessel. 
 
    Watching from the cliff face, I spied sailors appear on the carrack and clamber like monkeys up ropes and onto the yardarms on the masts, two big masts and one small one aimed forward. Sails dropped but remained lifeless. Perhaps the wind did not reach down there. 
 
    Knowing I couldn’t remain on the cliff face for long—my arms were already fatigued—I continued the slow descent. 
 
    At last, I dropped onto the sand, shaking and exhausted. I turned toward the sea. 
 
    The longboat was in front of the carrack, a rope line between them. Men strained at the oars, slowly moving the much bigger carrack out to sea. 
 
    I wondered what was in their minds that they feared me so. With a shrug, I staggered to the spits over the fire. Huge chunks of burned meat still roasted there. I was ravenous and intended to devour the plenty they’d left behind. 
 
    Once again, the bell rang from the carrack. I studied it as I approached the bonfire. 
 
    Wind filled the sails, and the carrack began to pick up speed. The rowers in the longboat untied the line between them and headed for the bigger vessel. 
 
    I reached the fire and started the process that would give me my supper. I maneuvered a great hunk of burned meat onto the sand, looked around for an eating utensil and finally drew the huge, serrated knife I’d taken from the dead titanthrop. There was dried blood from the creature on the blade. That wouldn’t do for slicing my supper. 
 
    I found a bit of cloth on shore, hurried to the sea and used the rag and sand to scrub the dried filth from the blade. I discovered the water was salty, as I’d expected. 
 
    By this time, the carrack had moved farther out to sea. Those in the longboat were aboard it, the smaller vessel tied to the bigger and trailing well behind. I would have liked a spyglass to study them and learn more about the people of this planet. I looked up as the sun disappeared behind the cliff, throwing the beach into shadow. 
 
    Turning my back on the dwindling carrack, I went to the burned meat and cut a healthy slab from it, and I began to feast upon whatever they’d been cooking for themselves. It tasted divine, and I chewed as juices ran down my chin. I doubt I’d ever eaten a more enjoyable or well-deserved meal. 
 
    After a time, I wandered across the beach, looking at the litter the panicked sailors had left. I found a bag that held bread and cheese. I tore into the bread with my teeth, but paused after swallowing. 
 
    I should save some for tomorrow. 
 
    I re-wrapped the rest and put it in the bag. Then, I searched some more and found a stone jug of something liquid. I pulled the cork, took a sip and tasted the alcohol in what I mentally dubbed as grog, which delighted me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I collected my wares, returned to the fire and sat against a large piece of driftwood. I thereupon drank more grog and ate as much meat as I could stand. It was dark by the time I sang drunkenly to myself by the crackling fire. I’d drained the stone jug, having intended to save half the grog but somehow found I’d finished the damn thing. 
 
    I laughed, pummeled a fist into the air and broke out into another song. 
 
    Stars shined overhead. They looked strange and alien, new constellations that I’d never seen from Earth. Ah, out to sea I spied a moon. It was much bigger than my moon, and soon climbed high enough to cast bright silvery light over the great sea. 
 
    I rested against the log, singing, and thought I heard a harp-like strumming sound. I ignored it at first, lost in my drunken haze with no thought of danger. I was on shore, beside a fire and— 
 
    I heard the harp again, blinked and heard the sound of accompany female voices, a chorus of them. 
 
    “Girls?” I slurred. 
 
    Sitting up, looking around— 
 
    My jaw dropped in disbelief. By the bright moonlight and dancing bonfire, I spied five maidens wearing gauzy material from their shoulders to their bare feet that enticed me to look harder to see what they looked like underneath the gowns. They were human all right, well-endowed and bronze in coloration. Each had long dark hair. The first plucked at a small harp or lyre she held in her arms. The others sang and twirled, causing the gauzy material to swirl. 
 
    Well, well, well, this was an interesting development indeed. I sat up and climbed to my feet, only slipping three times before I swayed before them, my arms opened wide. 
 
    “Welcome, my lovelies,” I slurred. “You are very welcome to my fire. Come, join me, and let’s see if we can find something to keep ourselves occupied.” 
 
    They stopped and stared at me, each in an attitude of watchful listening. 
 
    Five beautiful maidens and one big, brawny Marine by the name of Jake Bayard—I knew what was coming, and I decided arriving on here might have been the greatest stroke of fortune in my life—at least for tonight. 
 
    I laughed, thinking of myself as a hero again, and beckoned them closer. 
 
    The leader ceased playing her harp, and the others stopped singing and dancing. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m—” 
 
    I heard something over the crackling fire and the newly crashing surf. The tide must have been coming in. I heard the rustle of leather and a bone creak like happens to many of us now and again when we walk. 
 
    I whirled around, saw a club descending and swayed out of the way. It hit my left shoulder, numbing it, and a small attacker half my size staggered and slammed against me. 
 
    “You bastard,” I roared, picking him up and hurling him aside. I hadn’t meant to, but I hurled him into the fire. 
 
    He screamed, thrashed and crawled out of the fire, rolling around to dampen the flames that had caught his robe-like garments. 
 
    Ten others like him stared at me. They were five feet tall at best, wore long flowing robes and had short black hair like mops on their heads. The firelight cast their features into shadowy relief. Each had a big nose, dark eyes and otherwise well-formed features. Some carried ropes, a few had nets, the rest held clubs. 
 
    “I’ll teach you sneaky pricks a lesson,” I shouted, scooping up the fallen club. “Using your women to lure me, eh?” 
 
    I staggered at them, quite drunk. 
 
    They scattered. The women behind me screamed. 
 
    I laughed uproariously at their antics, chasing them across the sand, swinging my club, trying to get close. I would wallop the company of them and have my way with their women. I would— 
 
    A roar of horrible proportions drove some of the drunken mirth from my mind. I whirled around, and I saw a beast like an armored train, like a giant crocodile, move at speed out of the sea and for the maidens. The thing had to be twenty-five to twenty-seven feet long and weigh at least three short tons. I recalled a name from my reading about prehistoric times. That had to be a Sarcosuchus imperator, or as others had dubbed it, a super-crocodile. 
 
    Upon seeing the beast—the supercroc—the maidens screamed and sobbed and began running up the beach for the wall-like cliff. 
 
    Another supercroc like the first raced out of the surf, snapping its crocodilian jaws and sped at the singers. 
 
    The pint-sized men shouted in alarm, most of them running for the cliff. Two tore off their robes to reveal scrawny-muscular physiques, loincloths and sandals. The two clutched their clubs and charged the Sarcosuchus imperators. 
 
    The swifter of the two threw himself before the closest supercroc, swinging and thumping a snout, saving a maiden and bellowing in agony a moment later. The supercroc caught him in its jaws and crunched down hard. The man flailed in its jaws, and his yells whimpered off into nothing, as the beast began to devour him in a disgusting, jerky fashion. 
 
    The man had sacrificed himself for one of the women, maybe his wife or sister. 
 
    The act of selfless heroism sobered me, and rage took its place. I dropped my club and berated myself for a fool. I clawed at the giant pistol in the holster at my side. 
 
    Four of the women had pulled up their gauzy dresses and raced up the beach. They had beautiful legs and ran swiftly. The last sobbed in horror as she watched the supercroc devour the selfless man. 
 
    The other Sarcosuchus imperator failed to catch the second man, who proved quite nimble, although it was a near thing. The beast now spied the sobbing woman and started for it. 
 
    The panting nimble man shouted at the woman. She looked up and screamed horribly upon sight of the monster rushing toward her. 
 
    I cocked the giant pistol, held it with both hands and aimed at the runaway train of a supercroc, leading it. I squeezed the trigger, and a terrific boom sounded, the discharge rocking me. 
 
    Despite my drunken state, I had keen aim. The bullet smashed against the armored head, blowing away a great bloody chunk. However, that did not stop the monster, a reptile and notoriously hard to kill. 
 
    As I said, the recoil of the gun had staggered me, but I was a U.S. Marine—or had been—and recovered quickly enough. Even though my ears rang, I cocked the hammer, watched the cylinder rotate and aimed once more. 
 
    This time, I put the Sarcosuchus imperator down as it plowed through the sand, coming to a stop a foot from the staring and terrified maiden. 
 
    That should have been the end of it. 
 
    Now, however, in the moonlight and firelight, I saw three more of the giant Sarcosuchus imperators heading out of the surf and onto the dwindling beach. 
 
    Oh boy, I wasn’t sure I had enough ammo if more of these supercrocs kept showing up. 
 
    I aimed, fired, hit one, staggered, aimed again, hit another and staggered once more. My ears were ringing and my hands were numb. I gritted my teeth, raised the gun again— 
 
    I felt a hand on one of my arms. I looked down and back and saw the nimble man. He tugged at me, speaking rapidly in his strange tongue. He pulled and jerked his head in an indication I go that way. 
 
    The last maiden dashed past me, running for the place the little guy was urging me to go. 
 
    More of the vicious prehistoric monsters were crawling out of the sea. What was this, a supercroc convention? I didn’t feel like wasting more ammo, nor did I want to fire the hand cannon again tonight. I needed to give my shoulder and hands a break. 
 
    “You got a bolt-hole?” I shouted. 
 
    The man jabbered in his native tongue, let go of me and started up the beach, what was left of it. 
 
    I shrugged and figured the enemy of my enemy was my friend…for now anyway. So, I followed him in the bright moonlight and firelight. 
 
    He looked back at me, smiled, nodded and continued going. The woman ran ahead, and I saw her disappear into the cliff. 
 
    What the hell? How had she done that? 
 
    The little nimble guy looked back, waved me on, and ran into the cliff, disappearing into it. 
 
    “Huh,” I said, nonplussed. 
 
    I headed for the same place, stuck my hand out and closed my eyes as the rock came up, and passed through harmlessly. I laughed on the other side, finding myself in a lit tunnel, of all things. 
 
    Four of the robed guys were waiting there. The nimble guy was speaking fast to them. I wondered what he was saying. 
 
    Then a club descended onto the back of my head. It was well swung and powerful enough, and I staggered and went down onto my hands and knees. That made me mad, these short, treacherous bastards. I’d helped them! 
 
    I raised my head exactly in time to meet a second club that thumped me hard in the forehead. At that point, I hit the ground unconscious. 
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    I awoke with a splitting headache and a foul taste in my mouth. When I opened my eyes, I saw splotches of many colors. With a groan, I sat up, and the pounding in my head increased. That was thanks to the treacherous blows struck against me, and after I’d helped them by killing supercrocs. 
 
    At least it was cool wherever I was, comfortably so. I rubbed my eyes and got them working after a fashion. It didn’t improve my morale any, as I was in a cage on wheels, the kind in Old West movies that hauled prisoners from one location to another, the kind a sheriff or marshal used. The bars— 
 
    I slid over and tested the bars. Cold iron and sturdy—I tried to rattle them and found the bars strongly welded to the bottom and top of the wagon cage. 
 
    The cage would have worked better for one of them little guys, not me. I couldn’t stand unless I severely hunched my head and shoulders. I hope I didn’t have to stay in here long. 
 
    The lighting came from an open garage-like door, big enough to drag the wagon through. I looked around and saw cells with bars. In every one of them were skeletons: some of big animals, some possibly human and one that had to have been a titanthrop. 
 
    My stomach tightened at the sight of the skeletons, and I thought about the reaction of the sailors earlier when they’d fled to their carrack. When they’d seen me, they’d panicked, leaving most of their stuff behind. Obviously, this place had a well-deserved and evil reputation. 
 
    My headache began to recede, and I found that my jailors had stripped me of my makeshift clothing. I was naked again. 
 
    I heard a commotion, and two darkly robed men entered the chamber through the garage-door-sized opening. They were small, bronze-skinned and had dark mop-like hair, big noses and intelligent eyes. One of them pointed at me and jabbered in his tongue. The other nodded, eyeing me carefully. Soon, they retreated but returned with nine other robed men. 
 
    The first three had long blue robes that covered their feet and were obviously older. The others had shorter green robes to their knobby knees and seemed to be in their twenties. At a word from a blue-robed elder, the six picked up a long pole, using handholds. 
 
    My wagon shifted, and I realized the pole was hitched to my movable cell—and that was exactly what they did, move it through the garage-sized opening. 
 
    It would be tedious to relate the next few days, as it amounted to me sitting and watching as the six draught-workers hauled my wagon through wide corridors of stone. Sometimes, we went down at an angle, at others we went up. The three elders joined us, never working, just walking and talking, shining a flashlight one at a time to provide illumination. When the elders talked, they droned on as if reciting lessons to the workers. 
 
    The workers gave me water and small hard biscuits, and once a day shoved a bucket through the bars, which the youngest had to empty in a hole along the tunnel. 
 
    I rested, watched, listened and did pushups and sit-ups on what I took as the third day of my captivity. The swelling lump on my forehead had almost disappeared. 
 
    By this time, the tunnels had widened, and occasionally I spied murals on the walls. They reminded me of the South Pole tunnel paintings I’d seen, although these lacked mammoths. I did see several with sky-rafts and hairy hominid titanthrops, which I eventually learned were called Shajoks. The pyramidion had warned me about them. For the sake of consistency, I’ll start calling them by their right name. 
 
    I wondered if the Krekelen Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler had arrived in the Canopus System. I wondered why Chandler had put the word Canopus into my mind. What they hoped to achieve on this planet? It must have been something concrete. Would it hurt those on Earth? 
 
    I had to get out of here and start exploring. This wasn’t just about me anymore, but about the secret group on Earth and our ongoing war against the Krekelens. Maybe it was about helping keep our planet free. 
 
    I stared out of the cage, rubbing the fading bump on my forehead. 
 
    Had these underground people been the keepers of the obelisks, the shattered ones I’d seen upon my arrival? Had they gone subterranean since then, or had the labyrinth down here already been in existence like that in subterranean Antarctica? 
 
    Whatever the case, we reached the end of the line on the third day of travel. The six-man draught team dragged my wagon into a wide area half the size of a football field and before great marble double doors about nine feet high and half again as wide. Ceiling bulbs—flat longish objects, really—provided bright illumination. 
 
    The three elders eyed the doors before calling out in singsong voices. The draught team stopped in what seemed like a ceremonial manner, dropped their heads, knelt and then put their foreheads against the marble tile floor, lying prostrate. The elders also assumed an attitude of subservience, their hands hidden in their long-sleeved robes and their heads down. 
 
    A hidden gong rang. 
 
    The elders fell to their knees and put their foreheads onto the marble tiles. They did not lie prostrate like the workers, but kept their asses in the air. If they figured that was dignified, they were sadly mistaken. 
 
    I was on my knees in the cage because standing would have been too much of a chore. I gripped an iron bar in each hand in true prisoner fashion and watched with interest. 
 
    The great marble doors opened soundlessly. Several pregnant moments later, a robed person wearing a rich red mantle with a monk-like cowl sedately walked out. I immediately recognized that he was taller than the mole-men, perhaps five-ten or five-eleven. 
 
    The draught-team workers began to cry out in terror, even though none of them appeared to have looked up. Several put his hands over the back of his head, shivering in obvious dread. 
 
    The robed person ceased advancing. His hidden head slowly moved from side to side as if surveying us. Soon, his head ceased moving. 
 
    One of the workers prostrate on the floor groaned piteously. Then, he began to rise, although it seemed he was reluctant to do so. Soon, he stood trembling as the others kept their eyes averted. The chosen one advanced toward the red-robed master, possibly a psi-master. Upon reaching him, the poor soul knelt on both knees and bowed his head. 
 
    The red-robed man reached out with bony long-fingered ringed hands, placing them on the back of the man’s head as if giving him a priestly benediction. 
 
    No one seemed to breathe, not even me—I watched transfixed. 
 
    After several seconds, the kneeling man collapsed, falling onto the floor as if unconscious or dead. 
 
    The red-robed man reached up and shoved back his cowl, revealing a pale, white-skinned man with an oversized head, particularly the cranium. The head lacked hair except for eyebrows. He had dark orbs or eyes of a sinister dominating color and with the slanted reptilian cruelty of a cobra. 
 
    The more I looked at him, the more inhuman he seemed, as if he possessed a cosmic indifference that transcended ordinary human interaction. 
 
    Was this indeed a psi-master, a similar type as Spencer’s hateful father or Chandler? If so—or whatever the case, I hated him. It wasn’t mere dislike, but a visceral hatred, the kind I would have for a demon walking among men. In truth, I wanted to kill him, as I would stomp on a snake slithering through my bedroom. 
 
    If he could read minds, I didn’t believe he could read mine, as he likely didn’t know English. If he did know, or if I knew his tongue, could he control me as he had the worker? 
 
    He stared at me with his reptilian orbs, and I felt a similar pressure behind my eyes as when Spencer had first practiced his dominance seven months ago. 
 
    I laughed then because otherwise, I would have cried out in terror, and I didn’t want him to unman me. I mocked him because I had to, trying to shake the bars. If I thought my actions would prove intimidating, I must have failed. I had the impression that he saw me as a hooting, shit-throwing chimpanzee in a cage. 
 
    His thin lips did not curl. He was too refined for that, too cultured. He stared at me with his black orbs, his pale face lacking emotion. I could feel his arrogance, though, his disdain for a brute like me that lacked all decorum. 
 
    Two of the prone workers jumped to their feet and opened bags that had been tied to their belts. They began pelting me with stones, throwing hard as their eyes bulged outward and their neck veins popped into view. 
 
    I released the bars and curled away from them, using my back and shoulders as a shield. If the psi-master couldn’t affect me directly, he could do so through his proxies. He was teaching me a lesson, and it was one I would long remember, although perhaps not in the way he wished. 
 
    Fortunately, they must have run out of stones, as the pelting soon ceased. 
 
    I looked up in time to see the draught-team workers and elders gather their few belongings. Two of the draught-team workers dragged the one that had knelt before the psi-master. None of them looked back at me, but filed past the wagon, no doubt beginning the journey home to the caves or tunnels near the beach. 
 
    They left me in the wheeled cage. The psi-master also departed, entering through the double doors, which closed silently behind him. They all left me in the large subterranean area, alone and caged, without water and food, awaiting my lonely destiny as a Traveler from another world. 
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    I had no idea why the psi-master didn’t immediately have someone drag the wagon cage into the city—for that was what lay beyond the double doors, a sacred subterranean city known as Narag, a place of foul legend upon Tynar. That was the name of the planet: something I would learn shortly. 
 
    I had a feeling the psi-master was teaching me another lesson. I’d insulted his dignity. He’d used the proxies to pelt me with stones. Now, he would let me defecate and soil my cage for a time and possibly experience great hunger and thirst. If that was his plan, it had one flaw. 
 
    The long flat lights on the ceiling outside the double doors eventually grew dim, although not dark. Perhaps that signified nighttime. I had no flashlight, no torch and thus endured the dimness with what fortitude I could muster. 
 
    I’d whizzed through the bars several times and wouldn’t have to crap for a while, so that was something at least. I was ravenous, however, and getting thirstier by the moment. My morale had hit a low ebb as I wondered what sort of fiendish tortures the psi-master and his buddies would attempt against me. I also began to wonder if Alvor or Chandler knew about this place and the psi-masters here. 
 
    If the rulers here ever learned I’d killed a son of a psi-master and many others of their kind on Earth, I figured it would go even worse for me. 
 
    I lay in the cage, considering my dismal future when I heard the slightest of hisses. I frowned but didn’t move. I lay on my back with my hands behind my head. A second hiss caused me to lower my arms, sit up and look behind me toward the marble double doors. 
 
    I saw a scrawny-muscular pint-sized man crawling slowly across the floor. He wore a loincloth, had a mop of dark hair and— 
 
    I frowned again. He looked familiar. Then, I realized he was a native of the caves, one I’d helped on the beach. He’d carried a club that evening and attacked a supercroc to save one of the maidens and had convinced me to enter the tunnels with him. 
 
    I opened my mouth to hail him. 
 
    He looked up at me with such concentration and fear that I held my tongue. 
 
    He’d frozen, but now resumed his slow crawl across the floor. It dawned on me that he used the wagon to hide himself from the double doors. 
 
    Was there a security system on or above the doors, cameras that watched me? I did not know, but I lay down as before, pretending indifference. 
 
    That was a lie. My heart beat hard, and I started to sweat in anticipation. I did not want to pass through those doors. I did not want to fall into the hands of a psi-master, for such I believed the reptilian-eyed man to be. I listened intently, hearing each of the mole-man’s stealthy moves. In time, a key rattled in a lock. Mechanisms turned and tumbled, and clicked. A hinge squealed. 
 
    I could no longer contain my curiosity. I sat up slowly and turned back. The door to my cage was open. He’d slithered back, and now stared at me from the deeper dimness, nodding encouragingly. 
 
    I considered that. The man lived amongst the others, looked exactly like the draught-team workers. He was no doubt a native to the subterranean system. Yet, he’d found the courage to resist the will of a psi-master. I believed that took great bravery indeed. 
 
    When I remembered how he’d charged a supercroc with a club, I knew I was dealing with a real man, a hero. He was nodding to encourage me to resist the psi-master. 
 
    I moved slowly, slid out feet first and staggered away from the wagon and the double doors. Maybe I should have dropped to my knees and then my belly and slithered after him. I did not have that in me. I was free. Now, I wanted to book it as fast and as far as I could. 
 
    My stagger became a fast walk. I passed him, nodding my thanks and kept going. 
 
    He jumped up and raced after me. Soon, I felt his tug upon one of my arms. I looked at him. He urged me earnestly to go left. 
 
    I squinted and saw a tunnel opening to the left. Okay, he had a plan. A plan was good, very good. I headed for the dark tunnel. 
 
    We entered the tunnel together, and he made a soft quick sound. 
 
    I looked at him in the near-darkness. He was collecting stashed gear. Did he have food and water with him? 
 
    He had more than that. He gave me a loincloth and leather shoes. Putting them on gave me even more confidence than being free of the cage. Then he gave me a holster and a big daddy pistol, the one I’d used on the beach. He also returned the serrated knife and the belt of extra bullets. 
 
    I was beginning to feel positively herculean and would have liked to meet Mr. Psi-Master again under these better circumstances. 
 
    Then the little guy shoved a water-skin in my hands, along with a bag of bread and cheese. I drank greedily and began stuffing my face. 
 
    He watched me in growing dismay. 
 
    That made me feel guilty. Was I eating the totality of our supplies? 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    He blinked at me, frowning. 
 
    I used my fingers to make a walking gesture across my other palm and indicated the dark tunnel. 
 
    He brightened and nodded, rushing past me, stopping to look back and beckoning me to follow. I did, beginning our dash to freedom, a dash soon interrupted by a strident klaxon that blazed with obvious electric power. 
 
    Someone must have found my empty cage. The klaxon told me whoever had found it wasn’t happy. Likely, that would mean a chase. 
 
    I glanced at the little guy and determined I would do everything I could to make sure he survived this run. He was brave, a hero in my estimation, and I didn’t want to let him down. 
 
    He looked back. He’d produced a flashlight and used low power to give us illumination. I could see the worry etched in his bronze face, and I knew then this was going to be hard. 
 
    He broke into a run, and I followed the best I could. 
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    My guide knew these tunnels. He kept heading into new openings and ran surely, the small flashlight providing us with dim lighting. 
 
    The klaxon had ceased its raucous cry. Now, a new sound began, a howling misery like a sick dog kicked repeatedly in the side. I could hear claws scratching behind us and wondered what kind of monstrosity the psi-master had loosed upon us. 
 
    I doubt we would have survived the hunt if we’d stuck to the tunnels. The unseen beasts howled once more, and I could tell they’d gained rapidly already. 
 
    The little hero made urgent sounds, and he began to sprint, surprising me with his speed. I followed hard on his heels but was tiring fast. Yes, I’d trained vigorously before all this thanks to Colonel McPherson. But I’d been half-starved, clubbed, pelted and forced to sit in a cage for days as I worried. A long run—a stitch in my side increased my pain. I panted, knowing I would soon turn, pull out the pistol and start blowing away whatever came at us. 
 
    My guide gave a victorious cry. 
 
    Blinking sweat out of my eyes, I looked forward and followed his beam of light. A ladder, the beam showed a metal ladder. 
 
    A howl sounded again. It was even closer than before, almost upon us. 
 
    My guide scrambled up the ladder, climbing with simian speed. He kept going too, taking his light with him, which he held in his mouth. 
 
    I grabbed a rung, feeling cold steel. I hoisted myself up and started climbing. I didn’t go as fast as he had, but I climbed faster than I’d ever done. I heard the approaching beasts and their slaving jaws. They sounded hungry and big. 
 
    An evil howl sounded as if just behind me, and I scrambled upward faster than ever. At the same time, I heard teeth or giant fangs click, and it seemed as if it came from inches from my boots. I looked down and saw glowing green eyes, baleful eyes. Behind it—the thing was huge, too huge to fathom. I continued climbing as the heavy beast, which must have leapt as hard as it could, fell down, and then thudded against the floor. 
 
    I wished my guide would shine his light on the beast so I could see exactly what had chased us. That did not happen. I kept climbing, following the little guy high above me already. 
 
    The climb proved much longer than I’d realized it would be. Just how far underground had we been, anyway? My limbs began to ache and my hands hurt, and still my guide seemed far away from me. The air wheezed into my lungs, but we continued to climb. I slowed and then slowed more. He must not have noticed, because his light seemed to dwindle into faint starlight. 
 
    Eventually, I wrapped my arms around a rung and panted, with sweat making my body slick. I remained like that for a time. 
 
    A distant, echoing voice sounded. 
 
    I looked up. A light beamed down, but I’m not sure he could see me from that distance. He shouted again. 
 
    I inhaled and bellowed. 
 
    His cries ceased. 
 
    I realized I wasn’t sweating the same, and I dared to resume my climb, but this time at a more leisurely rate. Eventually, I saw him. 
 
    The little bastard didn’t seem to tire as I did. He was waiting, and it looked like he’d reached an impasse, as I saw a roof or ceiling over him. He was hunched directly underneath it. 
 
    “Well?” I said from several rungs under him. 
 
    From the glow of the flashlight, I saw worry in his brown eyes, and as he bit his lower lip in what seemed like indecision. He jabbered something at me, making it sound like a question. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Do whatever you gotta. I’m not climbing back down. That’s for sure.” 
 
    He couldn’t understand my speech, but perhaps my steady deeper voice gave him the courage he sought. 
 
    He clamped the end of the flattish flashlight with his teeth and shined it above his head. While holding onto a rung with one arm, he manipulated buttons on a hatch—one that I hadn’t realized was there. 
 
    There was a click, a whirr and the hatch began to open, flooding the ladder and long passage with sunlight. 
 
    I peered down, and as far as I could see, the metal ladder continued into the depths. 
 
    He jabbered in his quick tongue and climbed up through the hatch. As he disappeared, I heard angry caws and screeches as from crows, eagles and maybe vultures outside. 
 
    With a huge grin, I followed. The grin faded upon seeing our position, as I recognized the place because I saw the slain, half-devoured Shajok amid broken shards of crystal and rock. Birds swirled overhead, crows and vultures, angry suckers, as we’d interrupted the continued feast. 
 
    Phew! The rotting Shajok stank. 
 
    There was a beep, beep, beep warning, and the hatch began to close until it clicked shut. The hatch was inside the rocky ruins of what might have been a former obelisk. The cover of the hatch looked like rock, perhaps as camouflage. 
 
    Hmm, that told me something. The outside area out here definitely belonged to the psi-master dudes below. What I would have liked to know was who owned the sky-rafts and the air-cycles or sleds. 
 
    The sun was hotter today than when I’d arrived. I didn’t have a shirt or even a smock, just my loincloth, a belt, holster, gun, boots, ammo belt and bag of food. I wouldn’t have minded a hat. This sun was going to burn my too-white torso and ass. That would make things even more uncomfortable for me. 
 
    I noticed the device the Shajok had used to float down from the sky-raft. Holding my breath, I went to the corpse and unbuckled the harness. 
 
    The little guy jabbered excitedly, motioning wildly and shaking his head, indicating that what I was doing was a bad idea. 
 
    I wondered about that, but realized he was likely a primitive sort, over-awed by the psi-masters and maybe these hairy hominids as well. Perhaps for him, touching the dead was taboo or meant he needed to go through ritual purification. 
 
    I slung the harness, its round anti-gravity unit and control pad over my shoulder, following him from the smelly corpse. 
 
    He pointed up at the circling, angry birds. Did he mean the commotion would alert someone to our presence here? 
 
    He began to trot away. I followed until the hot sun started me sweating again. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted. “That’s enough. Where’s that water-skin anyway?” 
 
    He watched me, and I realized the little sucker was festooned with ropes, belts, bags and even two leather satchels. He’d come prepared, this boy. 
 
    He abruptly squatted, siting in the way of highlanders in Vietnam, those called Montagnards by the French, the Degar or Thuong people who allied themselves with the Americans against their lowland cousins who oppressed them. My old man had told me stories of his service there. It sounded as if it had been worse than Bhutan. 
 
    The little native worked at a satchel. It had metal clamps or locks, which he opened, and he raised the lid and withdrew a golden headband with two small boxlike contraptions on either side. He held up the headband, jabbering in a solemn manner. 
 
    I sat regular style on my butt, nodding to let him know I found his chatter interesting. 
 
    His eyebrows rose, and he spoke faster. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “This is real exciting.” 
 
    He proffered the golden headband to me. 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    He proffered the headband more urgently. 
 
    What the hell. I accepted it from him. 
 
    He jumped to his feet, hooting and doing a dance as if this was fantastic. He turned to me expectantly, watching. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    He made obvious motions that I put the headband over my head. 
 
    I studied him, and realized I’d still be stuck down in the subterranean realm in the wagon cage if it hadn’t been for him. He must think of me as some kind of champion who’d saved his precious butt back on the beach against the supercrocs. I put the headband on, but nothing happened…other than him exploding into swift chatter. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” I said. “Don’t wear yourself out. It’s not doing anything.” 
 
    He cocked his head and then cocked it the other way. Suddenly, he brightened, and he came at me, reaching for my head. 
 
    I slapped his hand away. 
 
    He jumped back, staring at his hand and then me. He nodded solemnly, bowed his head and spoke even slower, looking up at me afterward. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it’s no big deal,” I told him. “I just don’t like little alien bastards grabbing at my head.” 
 
    He now looked meaningfully at my headband and with slow motions at the side of his head— 
 
    Wait a minute, I think I understood him. I felt the headband, the boxes on either side. There were tiny switches on each. He wanted me to turn it on. Whoa, just what in the heck did this little gadget do anyway? 
 
    Well, I’d trusted him to get me away. I might as well trust him now. 
 
    I exhaled hard, and I reached up, pressing both switches at the same time. 
 
    There was a buzz, a greater buzz, and then vibrations slammed against my mind. It badly disoriented me. I fell to the ground, and I realized that I couldn’t move. 
 
    It struck me then, his cunning. He was some kind of enemy agent working for a different side. He hadn’t rescued me but gotten me to flee so the other guys could grab me. What a little shit of a spy. When I got my hands on him, I’d twist him into a pretzel. I’d rip his head off and piss down his worthless neck. I’d— 
 
    He was over me, shaking my right shoulder and jabbering in his freaky tongue. 
 
    There was more disorientation in my head, vibrations and— 
 
    “This isn’t supposed to hurt. I do not understand what happened. It is a mental translator, and it should have worked easily. Perhaps you’re not human like the rest of us. You are freakishly huge and muscled like a Shajok, although you’re much smaller than the dead one you looted so ingloriously.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Shut up for a second. You’re giving me a headache.” 
 
    He jerked back as if struck. Then he hooted and began to do a dance around me, crying out in a song to the gods, or something like that. 
 
    It struck me then. I understood the little bastard. This gizmo on my head was translating his jabber into English, and it seemed it was taking my English thoughts and making it so I could speak his monkey language. 
 
    Why couldn’t I move then? What had paralyzed me? 
 
    Despite the ache in my head, I started shouting at him, and that was my introduction to the translator band he’d stolen from his people’s temple. 
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    His name was Kez, and he belonged to the Outer Tribe of the Eastern Beach Watch of Narag. He went into excruciating detail about how the Eastern Beach Watch worked, who ruled it, the man’s title, the lovely and oh so provocative Ladies of the Beach, the— 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey,” I shouted, as I lay paralyzed. “I get it. I get it. You’re a warden of the beach. That’s muy cool.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “The Warden is our ruler. We’re the Warden’s armed guards, his enforcers—” 
 
    “Right, right, you told me all that, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but what I didn’t say—” 
 
    “Kez,” I said, interrupting. “I need to know some other things first.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    I realized I needed to learn a few things quickly so I’d know the score. Thus, I steered him to telling me about the outer world. He didn’t know as much about that as how his little society of the Eastern Beach Watch worked. But through deliberate questioning and a modicum of patience, I learned quite a bit. 
 
    It turned out that Narag was the name not only for the subterranean city within the great island, but it was the hallowed island of star walking. Legend held that once the obelisks had stood proudly, and the inner mechanisms within the city provided the energy to project sojourners of Tynar to other worlds. 
 
    “Who or what are the Krekelens?” I asked, wondering what he knew about them. 
 
    “The enemy,” he said. “The Krekelens are the enemy of Tynar.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a Krekelen?” 
 
    Kez shook his head. 
 
    “Has anyone ever seen a Krekelen?” I asked. 
 
    “They are the evil ones. All know that. But I don’t think Krekelens have been on Tynar for many generations.” 
 
    That was interesting, and it was interesting that Kez and his brethren knew about the shape-shifting bastards. “Does Tynar belong to something called the Harmony?” 
 
    Kez sat silently, staring at the ground for some time. Eventually, he inhaled, looked up and said, “Tynar did belong to the Harmony long before my great-great-grandfather’s time. Once, Tynar sent sojourners far and wide, and wise men and majestic magi visited our planet, teaching us the ways of obedience and submission.” 
 
    Obedience and submission? Did that mean to the Krekelens or was it something else? I questioned him further about that but gained no new insights on the subject. I tried a different tack, but that didn’t bring results either. 
 
    “Okay, different subject,” I said. “Why did you free me from the wagon before the doors to the City of Narag?” 
 
    Kez grew silent and somber, studying the ground again. He shook his head for a time but eventually looked into my eyes. “You slew the sea slith that would have eaten my sister. My best friend had just died trying to save his wife. I…I could nothing against the slith, as we’d forgotten the sonic amplifiers back in the barracks. Usually, we use harsh sounds to drive the sea sliths back into the water. In our haste to capture you for a magus of Narag, we’d forgotten them.” 
 
    I’d played some D&D in my day and knew that a magus was like a mage or wizard. In such a backwater place as Tynar, might not a psi-master seem like a wizard to those like Kez? 
 
    “Tell me, little buddy,” I said. “Can a magus use his mind to control others?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kez said. “That is the essence of the magi, which is the plural form of magus.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said, digesting that. It was interesting that they had psi-masters but hated Krekelens. From what I’d learned in the past, that didn’t mesh, as the two went hand in hand. I wonder what had happened to cause the difference here. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. “Can anyone become a magus?” 
 
    “On no account,” Kez said, shaking his head emphatically. “They are born with the abilities. They have majestic skulls of great size and beauty. We serve the magi of Narag.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and what do they do for you?” 
 
    He frowned severely. “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Why do you serve them?” 
 
    “Oh,” Kez said, “because it is the way of life. Some are born to serve, and a few are born to rule.” 
 
    Custom, I thought to myself. This was like Bhutan, where the hill fighters had done the strangest things for the craziest of reasons. I remember goats riding in the back seat of a car and the wives going into the trunk. Bhutan had been one of the most backward places on Earth. I was beginning to think that Tynar might be worse. 
 
    “So, ah, Kez, are the magi nice to you?” 
 
    He blinked several times in incomprehension. “They are the magi. We serve them. They rule. They have always ruled. It is the way.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And why did you free me from the wagon again?” 
 
    Kez licked his lips nervously, no longer looking at me. He shook his head and continued to shake it. 
 
    “Would the magus have treated me well in Narag?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Kez said somberly. “I do not believe so.” 
 
    “Would he have slain me?” 
 
    Kez licked his lips again. “More likely dissected you to see how you were able to arrive at Narag Field.” 
 
    “You know I’m a…” I was going to say Earthman. Instead, I said, “You know I’m not from Tynar, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kez said. “It is obvious.” 
 
    That was interesting. “How is it obvious?” 
 
    “You could not speak the tongue of Tynar. Even the Shajoks can do that.” 
 
    “Shajoks?” I asked, learning the name of the titanthrops. 
 
    “Those who fly the sky-rafts,” Kez said. “They rule the skies and many lands below. From some, they collect tribute. They capture those who dare to walk the surface of Narag Isle, although they do not dare to come into the tunnels. Sometimes, they sink trading ships, or so I have heard. At other times, they don’t seem to care. The Clansmen of Paran hate them and do violent and vile battle against them.” 
 
    “The Clansmen of Paran fly the air-cycles?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where do the Clansmen live?” 
 
    Kez shrugged. 
 
    “Where do the Shajoks live?” 
 
    Kez pointed up. 
 
    “Have you ever captured a Shajok and brought him to the magi?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why do those of Paran hate the Shajoks?” 
 
    “Perhaps because they wish to dominate the skies and place tribute on others,” Kez said. 
 
    “Are the Clansmen human?” 
 
    “Not like you and me.” 
 
    “How are they different?” 
 
    Kez shook his head as if it was a taboo topic. 
 
    “Okay, no problem,” I said. “How about telling me about the people with the carrack, you know, the ones who landed on the beach to roast meat?” 
 
    “They are common men without sense or magi to rule them. Likely, they were traders seeking bargains.” 
 
    “Why are they without sense?” 
 
    “Because they landed on the beach,” Kez said, as if that was an obvious outrage. 
 
    “Is Narag a forbidden isle?” 
 
    “To all those who are not of Narag,” Kez said. 
 
    “Who destroyed the obelisks and the link between worlds?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who destroyed the link with the Harmony?” 
 
    Kez frowned, shaking his head. 
 
    “Who destroyed the Field of Narag?” 
 
    “Ah! The haters of life, the Krekelens,” Kez said with heat. 
 
    My mind was starting to hurt by this time. There were so many new concepts and ideas, and this translation of English into whatever those of Tynar spoke was tiring. Still, I needed to know a few more things before I had Kez remove the headband. 
 
    “So…here’s the ten-thousand dollar question,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’s the plan with you and me?” 
 
    He stared at me. “You mean my plan?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Kez turned away, lowering his head. 
 
    “Are you planning to go home to your tribe then?” I asked. 
 
    “It is an outer tribe,” Kez said. 
 
    “Sure, sure, an outer tribe. Are you going back to it?” 
 
    “I cannot unless I return with you as my prisoner. Even so, I will likely have to enter Subterranean Narag and face the judgment of the magus I wronged in freeing you.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    Kez took his time answering. “The magus would likely feed me to the wretches,” he said, shuddering and then making gagging sounds. 
 
    “So…if you’re not going back…?” I said. 
 
    He looked at me. “We must leave Narag. I must leave…leave my ancestral lands.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how we can do that?” 
 
    “Yes. We must swim across the sea to Frell.” 
 
    With supercrocs in the sea…that didn’t seem like a good idea. “What’s in Frell?” I asked. 
 
    “A city, a shipyard, docks and soldiers,” Kez said. 
 
    “How far away is Frell from Narag Isle?” 
 
    “Ten or fifteen leagues,” he said. 
 
    The translator computed that as 60-odd kilometers give or take 10 or 20. With all the supercrocs in the ocean or salty sea, I was thinking our chance of completing the swim as a small one. 
 
    “Do you have a boat?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    Kez shook his head. 
 
    Yeah, it was as I thought. “Will the magus you bearded send anything up here after us?” 
 
    Kez stared at me. “As soon as it is dark, he will likely release wretches.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s a wretch?” 
 
    Kez shuddered. “They are long, lean and have sharp teeth, and they used to be people. The science of the magi has twisted them into things, into wretches that run on all fours and slaver for human flesh.” 
 
    “Nice guys, these magi,” I said. 
 
    Kez frowned. “You do not mean that. Are you a Krekelen by any chance?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, while lying there paralyzed. “I just don’t know your magi well enough. Once we get acquainted, we’ll all get along famously.” 
 
    Kez cocked his head as he stared at me. “Ah… You are joking. You have a sense of humor. That is good if we’re going to journey together for any length of time.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Kez. First, though, we have to figure out a way to get off Narag Isle, and without the supercrocs eating us. Seems like we could use a Shajok sky-raft about now.” 
 
    “Shajoks hate humans, thinking of themselves as the superior life-form of Tynar.” 
 
    I thought about the green area I’d first seen upon finding myself on Tynar. “Maybe we should head to the trees and build ourselves a raft or dugout canoe.” 
 
    “You mean the Western Beach of Narag,” Kez said. “The outer tribesmen there will hunt us, and they have superior technology to those of us on the Eastern Beach.” 
 
    “You’re starting to get me down,” I said. 
 
    “We are in trouble, if that is what you mean.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to sort out all that I’d learned. I kept my eyes shut, not seeing a way free of Narag. If only we had a sky-raft or air-cycle or— 
 
    My eyes flashed open. “Kez, I have an idea. It may be a long shot. First, you need to give me some idea about the direction of the winds and how strongly they blow.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said. 
 
    “I get that, little buddy. I really do. Listen closely and answer the best you can. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am, Bayard.” 
 
    I started asking my next batch of questions, and as Kez answered, a plan began to form about how to do this. 
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    Kez clicked off the two tiny boxes attached to the golden headband around my cranium. Moments later, I removed the band from my head and sat up. My paralysis was gone. That was a relief. I immediately climbed to my feet. 
 
    Kez chattered at me. 
 
    I looked at him and I realized I understood a few words. Maybe the golden band had taught my mind to understand some of his language. That would save me from having to don this thing again, or maybe only use it a few more times. I liked Kez, but I wasn’t sure how much I trusted him to keep taking off the headband and returning motion to me. 
 
    I didn’t like the magi of Tynar any better than before. They were the psi-masters, and they were pricks of the worst sort. If I could, I’d stamp out their tyranny and destroy the so-called ruler-ship of Narag. Staying alive would trump that for now. 
 
    Kez and I hurried off the landing pad of planetary teleportations. If I’d understood him correctly, I was the first person to use the Narag Field landing pad in years. Even so, there had been a hot reception committee. Clearly, the Shajoks and kamikaze Clansmen of Paran didn’t want the magi of Narag to learn how to Travel from planet to planet again. 
 
    What did any of that have to do with small Ophidians in Antarctica, the Krekelens, the old Harmony or the colonists of Mu? Seven months ago, I’d learned that those of Mu had colonized Antarctica. Instead of believing in Mu on Earth in the dim past on a lost or sunken continent in the Pacific Ocean, I figured Mu was the name of a planet. 
 
    I shook my head, as I realized I was looking at this wrong. It was time to limit myself to solving one major problem at a time. First, I needed to stay alive. Second, I needed to find some real clothes. Third—getting off Narag Isle would be a good third idea. 
 
    To that end, Kez and I trotted fast to get to the edge of the isle, collecting some items along the way. I didn’t want just any edge, though, but one close to the island of Frell…if the wind blew in the right direction, that is. 
 
    I’m sure some of you understand what I was thinking. It seemed elementary to me. 
 
    Several hours later, with the sun between noon and dusk, we stood on a cliff near the Eastern Beach of Kez’s outer tribe. 
 
    He’d figured the wretches of the subterranean city would come out at night to hunt us. That meant we wanted to be long gone by then. Besides, winds often died down during the night. I wanted a strong stiff breeze to help us reach Frell Isle. 
 
    It turned out that Kez was something of an adventuring legend among the Eastern Beach Outer Tribe. He’d gone everywhere on Narag, had gotten in trouble plenty of times, and then made it all better by some heroic action as he’d performed the other night. It made sense. What other kind of outer tribesman would have done what he did for me? He didn’t want to admit it, but he didn’t care for how things were on Narag. Even more importantly, in my estimation, he had the adventuring bug. 
 
    Now, given the twenty-first century in America, that idea had somewhat gone out of fashion. Sheer adventure didn’t seem to hold the same attraction for people as it had for nineteenth-century Englishmen. Why that was the case…I was going to say I had no idea, but I had plenty of ideas. I suppose those ideas aren’t germane to what happened to me in Antarctica and Tynar. And I do think that every generation has people who are genuinely thrilled by the idea of adventure. 
 
    It was one of the reasons I’d joined the Marines. It was definitely one of the reasons Kez had an itch to explore above and inside Narag Isle, and why he’d known to bring supplies when he’d come to rescue me from the wagon cage. 
 
    It is sufficient to say that Kez provided me with a long fishing line, wooden struts and an expanse of cloth, each of the items collected from a cache he’d long ago hidden in advance. 
 
    The little guy watched in fascination as I constructed a crude and rather large kite. His eyes bulged as I launched the kite and played out the fishing line. 
 
    “Magic,” he breathed. 
 
    “No,” I said. “This is a product of rational science. The wind gives the kite lift because I’m providing the stationary anchor.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’re chanting a spell.” 
 
    “No, you idiot, I’m telling you how this works. It’s no different from how birds fly.” 
 
    Yes, as we’d journeyed, the effects of the translator had taken greater hold of my brain, allowing us more conversation. Perhaps the quick and prolonged usage had given my neural net time to create language channels, and our talking as we journeyed made the new tracks deeper grooves in my mind. 
 
    As I played out the kite even more, I told him to gather his belongings. 
 
    He did. 
 
    I now fiddled with the Shajok’s anti-gravity unit I’d looted from his three-day-old smelly corpse. I’d shortened the harness so it now fit snugly around me. 
 
    In truth, my idea struck me as rather preposterous and clever at the same time. I realized if I remained on Narag Isle that it would only be a matter of time before a magus captured Kez and me, and then we’d have a horrible if short existence. 
 
    Thus, I decided it was time to take a crazy risk. Would I normally have done this? I doubt it. Crossing to another world, however, three hundred light-years away, had liberated my thinking. This was new territory and I’d already achieved the impossibly fantastic. Why not try a second feat of derring-do? 
 
    “Get over here, Kez.” 
 
    He moved nearer, loaded down with his supplies. 
 
    “Remember what I told you. Tie yourself to me.” 
 
    He stared at me for several seconds, shook his head sadly and made the final approach. As I played out yet more line to the already high-flying kite, he tied himself to my back. 
 
    A strong wind had caught the kite, and the line kept tugging me toward the edge of the cliff, and in the general direction that Kez said Frell Isle was. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I muttered. 
 
    With one hand on the line, the other reached to my belt and activated the supposed anti-gravity device the Shajok had worn to float down from the sky-raft. He’d surely weighed 800 or 900 pounds. I was much less, and I doubted Kez added more than 110 more. 
 
    I felt a weird sensation, and Kez cried out in alarm as we both lifted off the cliff and launched upward into the air and toward Frell. 
 
    The kite had provided momentum. We floated upward, propelled by the kite’s thrust, and the wind blowing behind us added to our speed. 
 
    As Kez and I picked up air speed, the kite’s line slackened and then began to droop. I no longer anchored the kite, and it thus started to twist, loop, drop and rise like any piece of chaff blown by the wind. 
 
    I sucked in my breath as I looked below. We had to be six or seven hundred feet above the sea, the strong wind blowing us just like it would have a hot-air balloon. 
 
    There were two major problems with my idea, none of which had started to operate against us yet. The first problem was a matter of the wind. It could well change direction, and it would then blow us elsewhere. The second problem was the power of the unit. How much of a charge did it have? If its charge lasted for several hours, this could well work. If it lasted for another few minutes, we’d plunge down into the sea. Provided we survived the fall, we could swim back to shore before any supercrocs realized we thrashed around in the water. 
 
    I closed my eyes, not wanting to reconsider the possible limitations of this. Likely, this was a foolish plan. Still, the possibility of escaping psi-master captivity, torture and being turned into a wretch later superseded the nuttiness of floating like a balloon to safety. 
 
    The point for the moment was that we floated away from Narag Isle at a good clip and headed in the right direction. 
 
    “This is the greatest thing of my life, Bayard!” Kez shouted with glee. “This is amazing.” 
 
    I grinned and was glad to have an adventurer like Kez as a companion. 
 
    We continued to drift in the right direction for a half hour without problems. I was feeling good about it when suddenly we abruptly lurched downward several feet before stopping just as abruptly and continued to drift with the wind. 
 
    “What happened?” Kez shouted behind me. 
 
    “Can you see the anti-grav unit on my back?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does it look different from before?” 
 
    We suddenly dropped several feet again before once again ceasing the downward fall and drifting. 
 
    “A green light disappears and a red one shows. That is when we drop. When the red light ceases and the green one appears, we drift as before.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said. “For whatever reason, the anti-grav unit doesn’t like this continued and constant usage. It’s overheating, or something like that.” 
 
    “How can you know?” 
 
    “I don’t. I’m guessing.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    What could we do but continue what we’d started. If the unit cut out every so often as it had already…we’d likely never make to Frell. 
 
    I inhaled through my nostrils, trying not to worry too much. Then we plunged another few feet before leveling out again. 
 
    “Bayard!” 
 
    “What now?” I said, frustrated. 
 
    “I see sails in the distance, many of them. What do you think they mean?” 
 
    “Are we heading toward them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    We dropped another few feet, and this time, when we began to drift again, we did not drift as fast. I had a feeling we’d fallen out of the stronger, faster wind and found a slower slipstream. 
 
    Looking down at the ocean swells, I figured we’d already dropped a good hundred feet. 
 
    Twisting around, I noted the Narag Isle had become a barely discernable smudge on the horizon. Swimming back there would be iffy at best. 
 
    I squinted where Kez pointed, his arm poking through into sight, and I saw sails far out there. Hmm, I counted five carracks. Was that a trade fleet, a war party, or did pirates swarm a larger ship? 
 
    I couldn’t tell from here. Whatever it was, it had to be better than swimming. 
 
    We continued to drift in that direction, lurching down every so often. Part of me wondered if I should have stayed on the Indonesian island, training with Colonel McPherson. I exhaled hard. No one lived forever, but why rush things as I’d been doing? 
 
    I hoped the carracks proved to be a boon instead of another piece of bad luck. 
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    Several hours passed as we drifted, stalled, lowered, remained at one height for a time and then slowly began to drop in stages again. 
 
    By now, whatever the ships had been doing, they’d completed. One of the vessels remained as it burned. The others had long departed, their sails mere dots on the horizon. 
 
    We were fifty feet above the sea as a strong gust propelled us faster. From there, I studied the guttering fire of a tubby and mostly sunken carrack. The sails were gone, the masts charred stubs and the bulk of the vessel underwater. Bodies floated around it. One of them jerked horribly and disappeared in a swirl of blood. 
 
    My throat caught. Surely, that signified cruising sharks, supercrocs or the local stand-in for them. I made some swift calculations. Sharks might be easier to face once we boarded the nearly submerged vessel. Supercrocs could crawl aboard to devour us. First, though, we had to reach the wreck. How were we going to do that? There only seemed to be one way. 
 
    “Can you swim?” I asked Kez. 
 
    “I don’t know…but I can try.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    I studied the situation more closely. If we dropped now, we’d have to swim three, maybe four football-fields worth to reach the mostly submerged carrack. If— 
 
    Another corpse thrashed about before disappearing below the water. This time, I spied the…supercroc; it was a supercroc. 
 
    Seeing the monster with the corpse in its teeth—that was bad. I shook my head, forcing myself to see more than just my horrible demise in a one-sided underwater battle. I hated those things. The supercroc was bigger than the ones I’d faced almost a week ago on the narrow beach. 
 
    I blinked sweat out of my eyes, focusing. There were more of them cruising underwater, with the wreck the locus of their predatory circling. 
 
    “Get in the game, Jake,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    “What was that?” Kez said. 
 
    I ignored him. I had to find an angle, something to use. I snapped my fingers. Sharks would swirl frenzied with all those corpses and blood in the water. The supercrocs…surely, they wanted corpses instead of living fighting people. If we swam fast and sure, once we hit the water… 
 
    I blinked more sweat out of my eyes. The nearly sunken carrack would give us a place to stand. Maybe we could pry off planks and build a raft. That would be a long shot, but much better than swimming for Frell. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I told myself. 
 
    As I made a last scan—what was that? I squinted, craning down at the water. There was a black mark in the water—no, it submerged. Did—I craned my head more, searching, looking. The blackness reappeared beside the submerged hull. Then it turned white— 
 
    “Holy smokes,” I whispered. 
 
    “What is wrong?” asked Kez. 
 
    I blinked with astonishment. A woman used her hands to push herself along the sunken hull as she scanned the sea, likely on watch for cruising supercrocs. She clenched a blade between her teeth. 
 
    How long had she been doing that? Why was she in the water instead of standing on what remained—wait? Water washed everywhere on the deck now. How horrifying to wait in the sea as the ship sank amidst hungry corpse-devouring supercrocs. But if she could do it…it proved it could be done. 
 
    A croc swam toward her. 
 
    She stiffened, seeing it, and began to breathe in and out, taking deeper gasps. Suddenly, she submerged, disappearing. Was the woman going to try to swim under the submerged carrack and come up on the other side? 
 
    I shook my head at her exhibition of coolness and courage. What a woman. She hadn’t seemed petrified. Most people would have gone out of their mind in terror by now. 
 
    “We are passing the ship,” Kez said. 
 
    “Huh?” Oh. He was right. In my admiration for the woman and her horrible predicament, I’d failed to notice the wind was blowing us beyond the wreckage. 
 
    “Okay. Listen, Kez, we should drop now and swim for the ship.” 
 
    “I understand, but do you see the sea sliths devouring the corpses?” 
 
    “I’ve seem ’em. We’re going to have to risk it anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know how to swim.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, you’ll have to watch me. Now listen, Kez, we have to ditch our gear. You can’t swim with so much stuff.” 
 
    “Are we going to die?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it. Are you ready?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re right. Start dropping everything but for a knife and your flashlight.” 
 
    I’ll say this for Kez. He knew how to listen. He untied and discharged everything he was carrying so it fell and plopped into the sea, and we rose in height, which was exactly what I didn’t want at this point. 
 
    “Hurry,” I shouted. “Untie yourself from me.” 
 
    I heard him gulp in dread, but he didn’t complain or plead. Moments later, he shouted as he plummeted. 
 
    I counted to three and pressed the control stud on my belt. The anti-gravity unit stopped doing its high-tech trick, and I plummeted toward the sea. Seconds later, I struck feet-first, going underwater as I held my breath. 
 
    I’d done at lot of swimming in my youth growing up in the middle of California. Most of that had been in outdoor pools, at the high school swimming pool and in the Pacific Ocean between LA and San Francisco during the weekends and summer holidays. 
 
    As I surfaced, I spit salt water out of my mouth. Looking around—I started out strongly for Kez. He splashed water, barely keeping his head above the waves. 
 
    I still wore the anti-grav unit, the hand cannon in its holster, my big knife and ammo belt. I wasn’t going to ditch them just yet, as I had a feeling they would come in handy. 
 
    I reached Kez. “Are you looking at me?” I shouted. 
 
    He stared at me with huge eyes. 
 
    “Do this,” I said, showing him an overhand swimming style. 
 
    Luckily, Kez was a swift learner and picked up my swimming method in seconds. 
 
    Soon, the two of us headed for the guttered, mostly submerged wreckage. I no longer saw any corpses—I grunted as seawater flowed strangely toward us. It was a supercroc making an attack run. 
 
    I pressed the anti-grav control stud, as I’d already prepared a plan for this. The unit on my back shuddered, and I kicked at the water like a man possessed. My insane effort worked, and I rose upward until my hips lifted from the sea. I drew the big daddy pistol, aimed at the monster heading for Kez, and waited until the last moment for the creature to surface. If I hadn’t, water would have stolen the bullet’s momentum. 
 
    It appeared with a flash of teeth. Kez shouted in alarm. I fired. The loud explosion deafened me, and the kick from the blast pushed my body higher into the air. 
 
    The supercroc thrashed and veered away as it bled. 
 
    “Grab my foot!” I shouted. 
 
    Kez stared at me from the water. A second later, he thrashed to me, surged up and latched onto my left foot with his slippery hands. 
 
    We drifted like that for several feet: me above water and him in it. I looked around, squinted and aimed, letting another bullet do its work. 
 
    The sea churned a short distance away as a supercroc thrashed. We headed away from the wreck because of the velocity given by the gun, while Kez lifted partway out of the sea. 
 
    I looked around and didn’t spy any more crocs. I cut power and splashed back into the sea. The two of us swam together, going at least four hundred yards before reaching the submerged wreck. 
 
    I didn’t see the woman anywhere and hoped that she still lived. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. 
 
    “Is the ship haunted?” Kez asked in alarm. 
 
    “No! Now, follow me.” 
 
    The carrack was a wooden vessel and shouldn’t have submerged this much. I was guessing it had heavy cargo or ballast in the holds, and maybe there were holes to have let in water. I hadn’t heard any cannon fire before, but maybe the other carracks had blown this one to smithereens with some other weapon. 
 
    We clambered onto the vessel, standing, with our legs and hips still in the water. Wading, we headed for the highest part, the poop deck, I think. Moments later, we climbed there, standing so the water came up to our ankles. From there, we surveyed the sunken kingdom of the carrack, with three splintered masts sticking above water. 
 
    “We did it,” Kez said, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “We did it,” I agreed, as I turned and studied— 
 
    Yup, yup, I saw supercrocs. They cruised around us—a feminine shout sounded behind me. I whirled around, with the Shajok’s hand cannon in both my hands. I couldn’t see—I did see. The woman swam powerfully toward us. Unfortunately, two huge supercrocs lazily followed her as if toying with their food. 
 
    Rage at the monsters cleared my thinking. I holstered the pistol, gathered my legs under me and thrust upward hard. At the same time, I powered the anti-gravity device. I rose into the air and moved toward her, floating in the air. 
 
    She must have seen me, because her eyes opened wide. 
 
    I drew the hand cannon and waited, trying to time this just right. “Swim!” I shouted. “Swim to my friend on the poop deck.” 
 
    She must have understood, for she swam even faster for Kez. 
 
    Boom, I fired at the first croc. 
 
    It roared in pain—hit—and veered away. 
 
    Boom, I fired again. 
 
    The second croc dived deep, flashing away elsewhere. 
 
    I floated back toward Kez, propelled there by my shots. Judging distance, I holstered the gun and cut power, dropping, hitting the underwater ship. I waded fast for the woman. She saw that, stopped— 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m a friend.” 
 
    She rose from the water with a knife clenched between her teeth, wearing a torn tunic. She had amazing legs, a figure worth fighting for and the face of an angel, with a bronze circuit around her forehead with a green gem glittering in the center. Her long dark hair draped over her shoulders like seaweed. She was the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, and she was incredibly brave and resourceful. 
 
    I must have been grinning like a fiend. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she shouted angrily. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Livi Buzbek, the first daughter of the Hetman of Clan Brumbo,” she said proudly. 
 
    Kez stepped up to me from behind, muttering, “Kill her, Bayard. She’s a Paran woman. They’re almost as mad as their men.” 
 
    I turned to him. “Paran? You mean the people who fly the sky-cycles?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kez said. 
 
    During our brief talk, Livi Buzbek transferred the knife to her left hand, looking as if she knew how to use it. 
 
    I turned back to her and slapped my chest. “I’m Jake Bayard of Earth, and I’m glad to make your acquaintance, Livi Buzbek.” 
 
    “You’re a liar!” she spat. 
 
    Her fury surprised me, especially as I’d just saved her life. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “You have a Shajok gun and a floater. You must have paid them many of your children for the items.” 
 
    “What? No. I slew a Shajok and took the gun and floater.” 
 
    “You?” she said with a sneer. 
 
    “I just saved your life, lady. How about a ‘thank you’ for starters?” 
 
    “Of course you saved me,” she said. “You wish to mount me and then drag me to the Shajoks when you’re done, hoping to gain treasure for my capture. I will tell you now. That will never happen. I’ll cut your heart out the instant you touch me.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, beginning to see how she’d found the fire to survive the supercrocs. 
 
    “Mad,” Kez whispered beside me. “All those of Paran are mad. It’s a wonder she hasn’t already charged and tried to kill us.” 
 
    “What’s he saying about me?” Livi demanded. 
 
    “He thinks you’re beautiful,” I said. 
 
    She turned her head and spat into the sea. Then, she pointed at Kez with her knife. A second later, she pointed the knife at me. “You will cease staring at me like a freebooter of Makgar or I’ll plant my knife in your chest.” 
 
    “Ah…Livi,” I said, deciding to change the subject. “How have you managed to survive while all these others died?” 
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    “No. I’m—I admire your courage and resourcefulness.” 
 
    She scowled, seeming as if she was going to spit again. Perhaps deciding against it, she said, “Why do you wear so little? It’s disgusting. Aren’t you ashamed of your state of undress?” 
 
    “It’s clear you’re not embarrassed by what you’re wearing,” I said. 
 
    She blushed, and that only increased her beauty. “When my father hears how you treated me, he’ll roast you over an open pit and let the dogs eat your charred flesh.” 
 
    “Come on, now,” I said. “I just saved you from the supercrocs. How about showing a little gratitude?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The sea sliths,” I said. “I saved you from them. You ought to show some appreciation for that.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she twisted her knife-hand from side to side. “You truly slew a Shajok and took his gun?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You have dared to call Bayard a liar,” Kez shouted suddenly. “Yet, how has a woman of Paran come to swim around a sinking ship? Are you telling us you booked passage on this vessel?” 
 
    Once more, Livi raised her knife-hand, pointing the weapon at Kez. 
 
    “Ah,” Kez said, nodding, turning to me. “She’s an escaped slave. This must have been a corsair vessel.” He turned to her. “When and how did they capture you?” 
 
    She blushed crimson this time, and hatred shined in her eyes. 
 
    “Corsairs of Makgar,” Kez said with insight. “They must have bought you on a slave block. Were they taking you to Shajok Port in Augur?” 
 
    “You will be the first to die,” she shouted at Kez. 
 
    “Come now,” I said. “Isn’t that a little hasty? We can help each other—” 
 
    She screamed with fury, using her knife to point up at the sky. 
 
    I wondered if it might be a trick but turned to look where she was pointing. My heart sank as I a saw a sky-raft serenely moving among the clouds. 
 
    “Quick,” she called. “Hurry to the side and stay low in the water. They might leave us to our fate.” 
 
    I thought about that, looked around and saw supercrocs waiting for the signal, it seemed, the signal to swarm to and eat us. 
 
    “Look,” I told her. “It’s death to stay here. When night falls, the sea sliths will eat us.” 
 
    “Better a clean death than captivity to the hairy ones of Shajok,” she said. 
 
    “No. Better to remain alive so we can escape later.” 
 
    It took her a second. She might have actually debated the idea during that time and found it wanting. “I am of Paran,” she said. “We fight and die with valor.” 
 
    I looked up again. It seemed that the sky-raft would continue on its way, leaving us to the supercrocs. I believed what I’d told her, though. We needed some way to gain their attention, and in a second, I understood what to do. 
 
    “Don’t kill yourself, Livi,” I said. “Fight to stay alive like you did today.” Then, I clicked on the anti-gravity unit, drew the massive hand cannon and aimed it down. I fired it several times in quick succession, and each blast shot me higher into the air. My ears were ringing by then. But I was a good sixty feet in the air. 
 
    I aimed at the high sky-raft and fired twice more, hoping to gain their attention. 
 
    I drifted back down toward Kez and Livi, propelled there by the last two shots. 
 
    Kez shouted, pointing. 
 
    As I drifted down, I noted the sky-raft, which had begun to descend. 
 
    “You are a fool,” Livi shouted at me. 
 
    I cut power to the device and landed near Kez. Holstering the gun, I regarded her. “We’re dead once night falls. This gives us a chance.” 
 
    “Not me,” she said, as she reversed the hold on her dagger, pressing the point against her heart. 
 
    “Livi, I hope you don’t do that. A woman of Paran should fight to the end, not kill herself.” 
 
    She glared at me. 
 
    “You should throw away the Shajok gun and floater,” Kez told me. “They will torture you for having them.” 
 
    I glanced at Livi as an idea formed. “I’m going to lie to them,” I said. “Will you go along with my lie so I can rescue you later?” 
 
    “What sort of lie?” she asked warily. 
 
    “That I captured you,” I said. “I want to present you as a present to the chief Shajok of the sky-raft.” 
 
    Livi predictably spat into the sea. 
 
    “And later,” I said, hurriedly, certain how to convince her, “I’m going to find the power source on the raft and cut it. That will cause the raft to plunge to the ground, thereby killing all the Shajoks onboard. That means that by giving them you, I’ll have them trust me enough so I can kill them all. But, I need your cooperation to perform this mighty deed.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. She seemed genuinely surprised by the idea. After a time, she nodded. “That is crafty, and it is almost honorable.” 
 
    “Livi Buzbek,” I said, “I formally ask you to help me destroy the Shajok sky-raft. You will help by letting me pretend that I captured you for them.” 
 
    She weighed the blade in her left hand, and for an answer, she began to wade toward us. “I will do it because you saved my life. But if you’re lying to me, I swear to kill you the first chance I have.” 
 
    “Super,” I whispered to myself. I looked up again, and as I did, I tried to invent a good reason for why I had a Shajok pistol and anti-gravity unit. My plan seemed iffy at best, but just about anything was better than waiting for night to fall and the supercrocs to swarm in and devour us. 
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    The sky-raft was huge, as I’ve said before, easily as massive as a navy destroyer. The anti-gravity discs on the bottom glowed red as it lowered to within fifty feet of us. For whatever reason—perhaps the large shadow the raft cast onto the sea—the supercrocs had vanished. That was something anyway. 
 
    A beam swung out over the edge of the raft, and from it, a huge woven basket lowered. Two Shajoks jumped from the raft, each grabbing an edge of the basket, floating down with it. Each wore a glowing floater on his back. Each also gripped a hand cannon. 
 
    Suddenly, that struck me as odd. They had anti-gravity pods, used a beam weapon to destroy Paran sleds and yet carried giant Old West pistols on their persons. Why the extreme differences? The answer might be a clue to Shajok society. 
 
    The lowering basket and two Shajoks neared. 
 
    The sight must have been too much for Livi Buzbek, as she squirmed. She stood with us, her wrists tied behind her back. That had taken some convincing on my part. I’d kept telling her, in growing detail, how I’d cut power to the sky-raft so it plunged to its doom and thus slay every one of the huge hairy soldiers aboard. I learned that the gorier the description, the more her eyes glowed with delight at the idea. The Hetman’s first daughter was one bloodthirsty woman when it came to killing Shajoks. 
 
    The two floating toward us looked much like the one I’d faced upon landing on Tynar. Each was 800 to 900 pounds, at least eight feet tall and had a simian build with short although more effective legs for upright locomotion than a gorilla or chimpanzee would have. Each had a peaked metal helmet. The one on the left wore a black helmet, the other silver. Silver Helmet also had a pearl handle for his revolver, like a regular George S. Patton of a Shajok. He had a star pinned to his shirt: a star like an old-time marshal might have worn. 
 
    I stood behind Kez. He stood behind Livi, keeping a hand on her tied wrists. I wore the holster and gun at my side, but I’d taken off the floater. 
 
    Both Shajoks must have noticed my gun at the same time, as both swiveled theirs, aiming at me. 
 
    Silver Helmet also released his hold of the basket, given himself an expert push up as he did. That must have cancelled his downward momentum, as he remained motionless ten feet in the air above us. 
 
    The woven basket and second Shajok landed in the water, he still gripping it. The basket, I noticed, was easily big enough to hold the three of us. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Silver Helmet growled at me from above. 
 
    I looked up at him, wondering how he’d amplified power so he didn’t descend, even if slowly. He had bloodshot eyes, making him seem even more unsavory. Even so, I inclined my head to him. 
 
    “Sir, I’m Jake Bayard, a bounty hunter from Turlock.” 
 
    “Tur-lock?” he said. 
 
    That was the name of my hometown growing up in Central California. I figured I needed to be from somewhere. I wasn’t going to tell him I was a Traveler from Earth, as he’d probably have no idea what that meant. It might be even worse if he did know. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. “Turlock is a poor place. I left it long ago and have traveled far. In that time—” 
 
    “Silence,” he said. 
 
    I shut my mouth. 
 
    Silver Helmet eyed Livi and Kez until his gaze settled back onto me. “You have a Shajok pistol.” 
 
    “It’s my prized possession,” I said. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “A freebooter of Makgar sold it to me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s a lie. No freebooter would sell such a prize.” 
 
    I waited several seconds. “Yes, sir, I suppose it is a lie. I slew a freebooter of Makgar and took the pistol for my own.” I’d thought about my story as they descended. Surely, over the course of time, Shajoks would lose pistols and ammo. This couldn’t be a unique thing. 
 
    “Why is the Paran woman tied?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s my captive,” I said. 
 
    Livi’s shoulders squirmed. I could feel her wrestling with the concept. But I figured someone smart enough to survive supercrocs for hours would be clever enough to see the nature of my plan, or my pretend plan, anyway. I must have been right, as Livi didn’t contradict me or start screaming with rage. 
 
    Silver Helmet’s wide flat nostrils flared as he eyed her anew. Abruptly, looking at me, he said, “I will take her, your gun and the floater.” 
 
    My heart sped up as I inclined my head. “And what will you give me in return, great sir?” 
 
    He grinned apishly. “I will grant you your life, bounty hunter, something that sorely grates against my principles.” 
 
    My fingertips grew itchy with the desire to draw and fire. Better that than staying as croc food. I cleared my throat, realizing I had to talk my way out of this.  “Surely, a great Shajok such as yourself—” 
 
    He raised his gun in a manner that indicated I cease talking. “I will not dicker with you, bounty hunter. Do you agree to my terms or not? Tell me now.” 
 
    I licked my lips even as I saw Livi’s shoulder muscles begin to bunch up. This wasn’t going the way I’d planned. I needed an alternative idea, anything. 
 
    “My patience is fraying—” Silver Helmet said. 
 
    “I’m a Traveler,” I blurted, interrupting him, unable to think of anything else on the spot. 
 
    His forehead furrowed as he stared hard at me. Several seconds later, he hooted with delight, with laughter, shaking his head. “You are a grand lair, bounty hunter. It will not save you from a loss this day—” 
 
    “You lost a sky-raft,” I said, interrupting once more. 
 
    His talk and good humor evaporated as he eyed me angrily. “I lost nothing,” he said. 
 
    “I mean you Shajoks. I was there to witness the event almost a week ago now. On Narag Isle, a Shajok soldier floated from a sky-raft. Upon landing, he beckoned me near, as he planned to kill me. I tried to reason with him, but he would not reason, firing upon me twice.” 
 
    “And?” asked Silver Helmet. 
 
    “I killed him and took his weapons and floater, using the floater to leave Narag Isle.” 
 
    “Bah! You spin more lies, ones to enrage me, although I do not know why’d you be so foolish.” 
 
    “That’s not so, sir. I saw Paran Clansmen attack the sky-raft over Narag Field. The sleds slammed against the great raft, detonating, causing the raft to explode and kill everyone aboard.” 
 
    Livi turned and stared at me with wonder. 
 
    Silver Helmet’s wide flat nostrils twitched with agitation as he glared at me. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to tell him the truth, but truth had a ring to it that lies seldom did. If he took the gun and floater, and left Kez and me here, we would die tonight, eaten by sea-crocs. Thus, I lost nothing in telling him all this. And Livi would not be alone on the Shajok craft if we joined her. I owed her that much for her agreeing to my stunt. 
 
    “When you say Traveler,” the Shajok said slowly. “Do you know what the word means?” 
 
    “One who travels from world to world and planet to planet,” I said. 
 
    He aimed the gun at me, although I noticed that his shooting hand trembled. “Travelers are a legend, nothing more,” he said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “My arriving on Tynar proves otherwise.” 
 
    He glanced at the Shajok beside the basket before regarding me again. “Why did you say you were a bounty hunter from Turlock?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d believe my real story.” 
 
    “What do you want with us?” 
 
    I almost answered flippantly but hesitated and thought about the situation. Someone had bombed Narag Field. Had the Shajoks done that? This guy knew about Travelers. That seemed incredible now that I thought about it. And a sky-raft had come to investigate when I’d first arrived. That meant something important. 
 
    “What do you want with us?” he repeated. 
 
    “A ride, if nothing else,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “You tried to keep your true purpose hidden. I understand.” He holstered his giant pearl-handled revolver. “Help them into the basket.” 
 
    The landed Shajok also holstered his gun and beckoned us to him. 
 
    Given what had just happened, I played upon a hunch and decided to push it. “Before I board, I would know your name.” 
 
    Silver Helmet’s eyebrows rose. But he nodded again as if understanding my shrewdness—whatever it was. 
 
    “I’m Pasha Izad of the Sky-Raft Dandelion Wine,” he said, “the finest ship in the Fleet.” 
 
    “I’m honored to meet you, Pasha Izad.” 
 
    He considered a moment before saying, “I am honored to meet you, Traveler.” 
 
    “I will not enter the basket,” I said. “But I’ll float up to the Dandelion Wine with you.” I waited to see what he’d say to that. 
 
    “How can you achieve such a feat?” he asked. 
 
    I picked up my floater and slung it around my torso, cinching it into place. Then, I jumped up and clicked the control belt. I floated upward toward him and might have passed him. 
 
    Izad reached out a long simian arm, catching me before I passed. With a tug, he maneuvered me to one of the stiffened leather thongs attached to the basket. A smile played upon his lips. I didn’t know what it meant, but I decided to stay with my play. 
 
    “Anytime you’re ready,” I said. 
 
    He frowned a moment, and his brows knit. Had I overplayed my hand? No. He nodded. 
 
    The Shajok standing on the carrack poop-deck tugged on one of the leather thongs. Both Kez and Livi already sat in the basket. 
 
    Someone began reeling the basket to the giant beam up there. 
 
    I went up with the rising thong, hoping my unit didn’t overheat as it had before. 
 
    The other Shajok reached out to the motionless Pasha Izad. Their long arms proved invaluable. The Pasha drifted because of the tug and soon held onto a rising thong. 
 
    I craned my head up, seeing the huge raft draw near. The first part of my plan had worked, even though I’d told far more than I’d wanted. Izad knew I was a Traveler, and that I’d killed a Shajok and taken his gun. I was hoping it would go well for us, hoping real hard. 
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    The top of the sky-raft didn’t look as I’d envisioned it. In many ways, it looked as a wooden carrack might. I don’t mean to say it had masts and sails, but it had wooden housing built from similar kinds of planks, and it had a wooden deck. Even the guardrail was constructed of wood. 
 
    While we’d come up, it had been clear that the bottom part of the sky-raft was metal, and highly technological. The upper part had obviously been built over the lower, which was interesting and telling. I just had to figure out what it was telling me. For one thing, the wooden housing likely meant the Shajoks had lost some of their former technological sophistication. 
 
    In the center of the ship or raft was a big machine, a generator, possibly. It had a seat in the upper part, handles one could crank rapidly and a swivel and long nozzle or gun projecting above the seat. There was even an obvious targeting device. It reminded me of a WWII anti-air cannon or several .50-calibers linked together. 
 
    I suspected that was a beam cannon just like the first sky-raft had used against the Paran sky-sleds over Narag Field. 
 
    The raft as a whole must have been an acre or acre and a half of area. There were five wooden structures and the main beam cannon. At first glance, I counted twenty Shajoks. I added another ten, figuring some were inside the structures. 
 
    I didn’t spy any humans aboard, although there were small cats lying in the sun, some licking their paws. They seemed to be pets. 
 
    I pointed at a cat and glanced at Pasha Izad. 
 
    He must have understood my meaning. “They hunt rats and other vermin. Now, I will take the Paran woman and put her in my room.” 
 
    Livi acted like a criminal the entire time, her head swiveling everywhere as she tried to drink in every detail, I suppose. I could well imagine she’d been attempting to figure out where the engine room was, as it was not readily apparent. 
 
    As Izad spoke, Livi faced him, raising her chin defiantly. She had courage, this first daughter. 
 
    “Uh…” I said. “Do you mind if she stays with me for the moment?” 
 
    Izad tilted his head as if in surprise. “You captured her in order to give us a gift, yes?” 
 
    “Well…no, not exactly.” 
 
    “This is ill news. Are you, an off-world Traveler, a friend to the Paran?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The truth is that I floated off Narag Isle to escape it and made it as far as the sunken carrack we just left. The woman was swimming around the wreck when I arrived. I saved her from the super—from the sea sliths devouring the corpses. I told you the earlier story about capturing her in order to try to get a ride elsewhere, as remaining in the sea would have meant our deaths.” 
 
    Most of the crew had ignored us, although three big Shajoks in stiff brown garments and floppy red berets now showed up. These guys could have weighed an even thousand pounds each, maybe more. They were massive and musclebound, lacked holsters and guns or peaked helmets. They wore heavy leather gloves with reinforced bands of iron on their knuckles. They looked like bruisers pure and simple, without much shrewdness in their eyes, unlike Izad. 
 
    “You are truly a Traveler?” Izad asked me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, not liking the way the three newcomers eyed us. Why had they showed up like this in a seemingly official capacity? Why hadn’t Izad said anything to them yet? 
 
    “For what reason have you come to Tynar?” Izad asked me. 
 
    “Curiosity, mainly,” I said. 
 
    Izad considered that, and for the first time, he glanced at the three newcomers, although he didn’t acknowledge them in any other way. To me, he said, “Will you side with the Paran against us because they look like you?” 
 
    “I’m not siding with anyone. I’m visiting your world. I’m seeing what has happened to Tynar over the course of time, over the generations.” 
 
    Izad nodded absently, studied Livi, glanced again at the three bruisers and then regarded me anew. “You lied glibly earlier. Thus, I’m unsure what to believe from you now. Frankly, I’m wondering if I should let the deck police beat you to death.” 
 
    “They’re deck police?” I asked, indicating the bruisers. 
 
    Izad made an affirmative gesture. “They enforce ship law and Primary Base edicts.” 
 
    “Primary Base…?” I asked. 
 
    Izad folded his arms across his chest. “I cannot decide if you’re pretending ignorance or if you truly lack knowledge about our world. Your glib tongue has weakened whatever trust I might have had in you, making my decision more difficult.” 
 
    “Pasha Izad, what you call a glib tongue is merely a Traveler’s basic survival instincts.” 
 
    “You suggest that lying is a survival trait?” Izad asked me, astonished. 
 
    “You’re missing my point, which is understandable, as you’ve never traveled to a different world. Everything there is new and often bizarre, at least to your way of thinking. Many possibilities exist as to why a thing is happening that you see. A wrong word or move can end in your sudden death. At that point, the mission fails.” 
 
    “Ah, mission,” said Izad. “I understand that. What is your mission?” 
 
    “To see what has happened on Tynar,” I said, “to discover more of what’s happening out there.” 
 
    “Out there?” 
 
    “In the worlds that have Narag Fields,” I said, “and are thus linked to each other, even if only tenuously.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. That makes sense. You are aware, I presume, that once there was a Harmony of worlds.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the word before, yes.” 
 
    Izad nodded again and made a brusque gesture to the three deck police. The bruisers turned sharply, returning to a small structure near the beam cannon, filing through the door and shutting it behind them. 
 
    “The Paran woman will remain with you for now,” Izad said. “The fact that you, a Traveler, are on a mission to Tynar has given me food for thought. I know our Sultan will desire to speak with you, as will the chief Imam and possibly the lead Technocrats.” He smiled oddly. “Probably, the Technocrats will wish to speak with you most of all.” 
 
    I took a stab as to why. “The Technocrats keep the sky-rafts afloat?” 
 
    Pasha Izad stared at me, and his friendliness seemed more of a sham than ever. “I’ll show you to your ship location. And I must urge you to remain at that spot. Otherwise…” His smile widened, becoming even more insincere. “If you wander from there, I’ll throw your servant off first. If that fails to convince you, I’ll push the Paran woman off next.” 
 
    “We will remain in our area,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “I must consider all you’ve said,” Izad told me. “Now come, I’ll take you to your location.” 
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    The deck police reappeared, bringing a chair like a lawn chair. They tied it down to cleats attached to the wooden deck, securing it tightly. 
 
    A different Shajok brought us a fruit basket and a leathern jug of water and cups. 
 
    I sat in the lawn chair, as it was clearly meant for me. It reminded me of a story back on Earth of a man who tied huge weather balloons to his lawn chair. He’d carried a BB gun with him to shoot the balloons later in order to pop a few and land. I think once he released the rope holding him and the balloons down that he shot up into the sky far higher than he’d expected and had needed rescuing. 
 
    Sitting in the Shajok lawn chair near the edge of the sky-raft, watching the ocean pass below, I felt akin to that man. He’d miscalculated. So had I. A BB gun was supposed to save him. What was going to save me? 
 
    Kez applied himself to some fruit and water, lying down afterward and putting his hands behind his head. He soon fell asleep. 
 
    Livi picked through the fruit basket with more care, choosing a few dark berries. She inspected her cup endlessly. 
 
    “Are you worried they’re trying to poison you?” I asked. 
 
    She sneered at me. “You sit in your chair like an uneasy puppet king, and well you should. You lied to me, and you lied to the hairy one.” 
 
    “You mean Pasha Izad?” 
 
    “Pasha? Bah! Shajoks love to give themselves airs. They strut and carry on as if they’re the lords of the sky, as if they own wherever they go. But have you looked closely at the raft?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you so dense, liar?” 
 
    “Livi, you heard what I said about being a Traveler, yes?” 
 
    “What about it?” she asked, finally pouring water into her cup and sipping. 
 
    Earlier, I’d untied the rope around her wrists, although I’d kept her knife. Strangely, Izad had allowed me to keep the gun and floater, and the serrated knife. 
 
    “Do you know what a Traveler is?” I asked. 
 
    Livi drained her water as she eyed me, smacking her lips afterward and then using a forearm to wipe them. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “What is Narag Field?” 
 
    I studied her features, trying to see if she was lying or pretending ignorance. “You don’t know what it is?” 
 
    She looked away, refilled her cup and drank again. I imagine she was quite thirsty, swimming all that time without being able to take a drink. “What’s a Traveler?” she asked. 
 
    “You heard me tell Izad I’m from a different world, yes?” 
 
    She chewed that over, soon nodding. 
 
    “Does that make sense to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you here to spy on the Shajoks? Are you seeing if they’re doing their vile task?” 
 
    “What task?” 
 
    “Bah!” she said. “You’re a born liar. The hairy one understood that much. Shajoks are soldiers for the Krekelens. Or don’t your people know that?” 
 
    My stomach clenched, and I had to know if she really knew. “So, ah, what is a Krekelen?” 
 
    Livi squinted at me and laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “Once one knows what to look for, it’s easy to tell when you’re lying. You know very well what Krekelens are. I can see your eyebrows arch and your nostrils flare when you asked me that. I was a fool to think you had a Paran’s courage. You have no plans whatsoever to destroy the raft and kill these fiends.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” I said, as I glanced around. I saw that the door to the deck police’s cabin was partly open, and I saw a brutal face as one of them stared at me from within the room. When he noticed me staring at him, he shut the door. 
 
    Livi glanced at me with a smirk on her lips. 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” I said. 
 
    “That’s because you lack valor.” 
 
    “You mean because I’m not eager to die?” 
 
    “We all die,” she said contemptuously. “It’s how we live that’s important.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Yes, we all die. Does that mean you’re eager to get it over with?” 
 
    She shook her head as if I were a fool and a simpleton. 
 
    “Do you believe in reincarnation?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said. “There is one life: then it is Hel or Valhalla.” 
 
    That astonished me. “Do you mean the Valhalla as in the Hall of Heroes where the brave feast for all eternity?” I asked. 
 
    Livi gave me a thoughtful look. “You aren’t a complete ignoramus, I see. Where did you learn about Valhalla?” 
 
    Could I be hearing her correctly? Did she mean the Viking myth of Valhalla? I shrugged a moment later. Perhaps this shouldn’t surprise me. Maybe more than one idea had risen or been propagated on more than one world of the former Harmony. 
 
    “Let me ask you again,” I said. “What are the Krekelens?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” 
 
    “I do know. But I wonder if you really do.” 
 
    Livi rubbed her chin before staring at me shrewdly. “I know that Krekelens hate humans. I know that long ago the Krekelens sent the Shajoks to Tynar to destroy us and subjugate the rest. Some believe the Shajoks failed in their task because of lack of will. Few realize it was the Paran who foiled them and will destroy them yet.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “Let’s concentrate on the Krekelens first. Is there anything else you can tell me about them?” 
 
    Livi pursed her lips. “Those on Narag Isle worship the Krekelens as gods. The magi there are servants of the Krekelens.” 
 
    I grunted. Livi and thus the Paran clearly knew something about the Krekelens. It didn’t seem that they remembered them as shape-shifters, though. 
 
    “What did I get wrong?”  she asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You quizzed me. What did I get wrong?” 
 
    I decided to hedge. “I don’t know enough to tell you.” 
 
    She squinted at me, finally nodding. She looked at the expanse of sky next and then back to me. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “First, I’m doing exactly what I told Izad: I’m exploring. I’m finding out about Tynar.” 
 
    “There aren’t any Shajoks on your world?” 
 
    “None,” I said. 
 
    Livi thought about that. “Do you know why the Shajoks hate us so much?” 
 
    “Uh…” I said, “because you attack them on sight.” 
 
    “They do the same to us,” Livi said. “That isn’t the reason.” 
 
    “Okay, why do the Shajoks hate the Paran?” 
 
    A gunshot rang out. 
 
    I thrust out of the lawn chair and whirled around, surprised. Livi shouted and jumped to her feet. Kez bolted upright. 
 
    Pasha Izad had stepped out of a wooden cabin. Smoke drifted from his raised and discharged revolver.  
 
    Now, the door to the Deck Police cabin opened. The three bruisers rushed out, one jamming his red beret onto his head. 
 
    “Take the human’s gun and floater,” Izad shouted to them. “Then, put all three in the brig. This instant!” he roared. 
 
    More Shajoks appeared, and they drew their revolvers, aiming at us. 
 
    I glanced at Livi. She looked at me with bitter determination before turning toward the edge and taking a step in that direction. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “Please don’t jump! I want you to stay with me.” 
 
    She regarded me, and the tiniest and shyest of smiles played there. A second later, she faced the charging deck police. 
 
    I faced them as well. What had made Pasha Izad change his mind about us? I would have dearly liked to know before I surrendered my gun to them. 
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    The next twelve hours proved boring and uneventful, even though I was highly agitated alone in my confinement. What had happened to Livi Buzbek and Kez? 
 
    The deck police hadn’t taken me to the brig, where I saw Kez and Livi headed. Instead, after discussing it with Izad, the police had taken me to their quarters and shoved me into a closet. A few garments hung from a rod, while huge smelly sandals lay on the floor.  
 
    I sat in the dark, listening to the deck police grunt, snore, eat, drink and argue as they diced against each other. Twice, one of them had opened the door and taken me to the edge of the sky-raft. There, I’d relieved myself. 
 
    During that time, Pasha Izad hadn’t come to speak or instruct me. I waited in the closet as time passed slowly and monotonously. 
 
    After a fitful night’s sleep, the door opened, and one of the deck police plucked me from the floor, propelling me from the cabin and onto the deck. 
 
    I gauged my captor, thinking about challenging him. At the very best, I might be a quarter of his weight. Fighting him would be a bad idea unless I had a gun to blow him away. 
 
    I squinted at the bright sun and noticed we no longer flew over a large body of water. Below was desert with shifting sands and an occasional thorny cactus. A glance around the deck didn’t show me Kez or Livi. 
 
    “Do your business,” the bruiser said. 
 
    We were at the raft edge. Thus, I relieved myself once more. 
 
    Next, the bruiser shoved me to my old location, pushing me onto the tied lawn chair. Then, he folded his long muscular arms across a wide expanse of chest, staring me down with his close-set eyes. 
 
    I looked away, as staring at him was like staring at an angry, thousand-pound pit bull. There didn’t seem to be any profit in it. I did notice a jug and food basket nearby. I might have asked if that was for me, but I refused to become subservient to him in such a short time. Instead, I pulled the basket to me, rummaged around and ate some bananas and an orange. I drank several glasses of water afterward and had another orange. I’d be needing to take another whiz soon. 
 
    “Stand,” the bruiser said abruptly. 
 
    I stood and turned around. 
 
    Pasha Izad sauntered toward me. The Shajok wore his gear, including the star pinned to his shirt. I still saw no sign of Kez or Livi. Izad moved closer, sneering at me the entire time. 
 
    I debated a number of options. None of this had gone as I’d envisioned. 
 
    “Traveler,” Izad said. 
 
    I waited, withholding my greeting for the moment. 
 
    Izad glanced at the deck police-bruiser before regarding me anew. “Do you feel I’ve mistreated you?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your treatment,” I said evenly. 
 
    “No? You don’t think that I’ve been incredibly lenient with a saboteur.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “No!” Izad said sternly, to my right. 
 
    I noticed the bruiser there. His big, hairy right hand hovered near me as if he’d just restrained himself. Had he almost slapped me over the head? 
 
    “You must speak to me with decorum,” Izad explained. “That means with a respectful voice as befits a prisoner. To do otherwise is to risk a smack to the head. Given your small size, such a blow might incapacitate or kill you.” 
 
    I was beginning to seriously dislike the Shajoks, as I resented being so much smaller than these jokers. 
 
    “You claim that the idea of your being a saboteur is strange,” Izad said. “I wonder if you’re familiar with the concept of a microphone.” 
 
    I stared at him until understanding dawned. “You have a hidden microphone here?” 
 
    Izad nodded. 
 
    “And—” I kept myself from saying more, thinking about what Livi had said to me before. 
 
    “The Paran woman is a fanatic like all her race,” Izad said, confirming my worst fear. He must have heard Livi say we should blow up the sky-raft. “It is also clear that she has ensnared you, a sex-besotted male, with her charms. You and she plotted our murder, our destruction.” 
 
    “What did you do to her?” I demanded. 
 
    Izad raised a quick hand and shook his head. 
 
    I glanced to the side. 
 
    The police bruiser scowled as he closed and opened his huge hairy hands. He began to breathe heavily like an angry bull, finally turning away from me. 
 
    Izad studied me thoughtfully. “I should shove the Paran woman over the edge and be done with her.” 
 
    I lurched toward him. 
 
    The deck police-bruiser whirled around and caught my left arm, stopping me cold with his strength. In that moment, I recalled reading once about a tame gorilla on Earth. As his trainers had attempted to get him to bench press eight hundred pounds, the gorilla had become agitated and hurled the bar eight or nine feet from him. It made sense then that big boy here had immovable power versus me. While I might possibly be able to bench press four hundred pounds, I certainly couldn’t hurl it anywhere. 
 
    “It’s as I said,” Izad pronounced. “You’re besotted with the Paran woman.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Izad nodded. 
 
    The bruiser released me. 
 
    I rubbed the spot and moved my arm, testing it. I’d have a bruise there tomorrow. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I convinced her to stay alive and join me aboard your sky-raft. You could say I feel responsible for her, for her well-being while in your care.” 
 
    Izad looked up at some high clouds, staring there for a time. Finally, he regarded me. “It’s barely possible that as a Traveler you are unaware of the murderous bent of mind of the Paran Clans. They’re all insane. Your servant Kez knows that.” 
 
    Izad had either interrogated Kez or placed him in a cell with a hidden microphone. Asking too much about Livi would only cement Izad’s idea about my supposed love for her. My mouth might have dropped open then, but I caught myself as it began to happen, and an idea began to form. If Izad believed I had an inordinate interest in the Paran woman, he might want to keep her around as a way to influence me. That would ensure her continued survival. I owed her that, didn’t I? 
 
    “What have you done to her?” I said insistently. “Is she still well?” 
 
    Izad took his time answering. “She is alive, if that’s what you mean?” 
 
    “I want to see her.” 
 
    “Pasha,” the deck police-bruiser said in an impossibly deep voice. “This is too much to witness. Let me discipline him.” 
 
    Izad shook his head. 
 
    The huge Shajok grunted in irritation, cracking some knuckles. 
 
    “Know,” Izad said, “that while the Paran woman spoke some truth, she doesn’t know the entire story.” 
 
    “In regard to what?” I asked. 
 
    “The Krekelens, of course.” 
 
    Izad had been listening to our conversation. This confirmed it. 
 
    “Now, it’s clear you’re not a psi-master—” Izad stopped talking as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    It seemed as if he silently berated himself. I must have given something away just now when he said “psi-master.” Did Izad know about Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler? Had the Shajoks learned that a Krekelen and his psi-master sidekick had transported from Earth to Tynar? Or was this something else I didn’t understand? 
 
    “That was my mistake,” Izad said sourly. “I should have said magus or magi. I shouldn’t have said psi-master. More’s the pity.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “No.” Izad gave his head a quick shake. “That’s no good. I heard the inflections in your voice when you asked the Paran woman about Krekelens the first time. She knows some old legends—all Paran Clansmen do—but little more than that. You clearly know more.” 
 
    “So Livi was right about you being servants of the Krekelens?” 
 
    Izad made a chewing motion, possibly a Shajok indication of irritation. “You don’t speak or act properly as we do. I have to keep reminding myself that you’re a Traveler and have different customs and manners. Perhaps on your world, humans are the highest life form.” 
 
    I would have liked to tell him they were the highest here, as well. I had a feeling that wouldn’t go over so well. It might end up being painful for me. 
 
    “The Paran woman was correct about the Krekelens originally sending the Shajoks to Tynar. She was incorrect, however, about us following the letter of our edict.” 
 
    “That being what?” I asked. 
 
    “Human extinction on Tynar.” 
 
    It felt as if his words squeezed my heart. Why did the Krekelens hate humanity to that extent? How had the Krekelens sent the Shajoks? Through the same method of transport I used? Had the Shajoks attempted human extinction or had they pulled back from the dreadful deed? If so, why hadn’t they attempted to complete their mission, or had they tried and the Paran Clansmen had proven too tough of an opponent for them? Clearly, there were several mysteries here, possibly more. It might be good to find out what I could while I was able. 
 
    “Did the Shajoks bomb Narag Field in the past?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Izad said. “The edicts say we’re also supposed to slay any Travelers and their kind on sight.” 
 
    “Oh… Then why haven’t you slain me?” 
 
    “Haven’t you already guessed why?” 
 
    I was beginning to get an idea but wasn’t sure. Had the Shajoks reneged on their edicts? Had Alvor the Sleek come to Tynar to investigate as to why? Were Krekelens able to communicate from planet to planet, and at greater than light speeds? 
 
    “You remain silent when asked,” Izad said. “Perhaps that is wise. I cannot say. I will let the Sultan decide the great issue. We will arrive at Primary Base tomorrow.” 
 
    I must have looked confused. 
 
    “Can it be you truly don’t know about Primary Base?” Izad snorted softly. “If so, you will soon understand, I warrant. I have corroborated your Traveler tale with the other two. I believe it in its essentials. Whether you can help the Shajoks or not…I believe the Sultan will discover that soon enough.” 
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    I didn’t see Livi or Kez for the rest of the journey as the Dandelion Wine cruised above the hot desert floor. Whether out of design or happenstance, I learned little more about the running of the sky-raft. 
 
    After speaking with Pasha Izad, the deck police returned me to the cabin closet, shoving me inside and slamming the door. It would seem that Izad didn’t fear my resentment regarding this ill handling. Did he think Livi’s fate would sway me to such a degree as to ignore this treatment, or did he have a natural contempt for humans? 
 
    As the hours passed in the closet, I suspected the latter. 
 
    The dark confinement irritated the hell out of me. Part of it was the sheer contempt. Part of it said, “We Shajoks are so much stronger than you that you don’t scare us in the least.” As a former Marine, I resented such arrogance. I’d told Izad I was a Traveler, and still he kept me in a closet like a bad dog. As the hours passed, my rage grew. I started to plot revenge against them, snickering at some of the more outlandish ideas. Was that an overreaction on my part? Well, they should have thought about that before treating me like a dog. 
 
    Perhaps I should have been more sanguine about all this. No! As the hours grew, I replayed every slight against me and boiled anew at the outrageousness of it. I was a Traveler, damnit. I was important. I’d come to spread knowledge, and these apes treated me with disrespect. 
 
    There was a moment where I wondered about my anger. It wasn’t like me. I could take imprisonment for a time. Livi and Kez were well. I would meet the Shajok Sultan— 
 
    I grunted, rubbing my forehead. What kind of idiot talk was that? The apes, the giant hominids, were utterly condescending. Would I stand for that? Would I scrape and bow because they could twist me into a pretzel? Was I the kind of prisoner that licked the hairy paw of his captor? 
 
    I smacked a fist against the other palm, shaking my head. I grew agitated and restless. Things weren’t right. I had to be ready—I cocked my head. Ready for what? I wondered about that. No, no, I had to be ready. A prisoner needed to react at just the right moment. I was being passive. It was time to plot, to— 
 
    I shifted in the closet and put my cupped hands against the door. The deck police talked about women—Shajok women, no doubt—a pastime of guards throughout history. Yes, yes! This was the kind of information I’d need when the moment came. 
 
    The idea that a moment was coming now assumed prominence in my thinking. I could actually feel that this moment would come sooner than I expected. 
 
    I continued to listen. The three spoke about some kind of Shajok sport. Later, they talked about the various times they’d fought unruly prisoners and how badly they’d beaten the offenders up. 
 
    I ground my teeth in outrage. These posers would soon learn a thing or three. Why, I would— 
 
    A woman screamed. 
 
    The sound flipped a switch in me. All the prep work these past lonely dark hours burst into fruition. Snarling with rage, my brain reeling with furious thoughts, I put my back against the closet wall and kicked out with my booted feet. The solid door keeping me in the closet resisted my efforts. 
 
    The woman—I was sure it was Livi—screamed once more. 
 
    I roared with rage, kicking against the solid door, hammering it without letup until I heard splintering noises. 
 
    Abruptly, the door swung open and a bleary-eyed deck police glared at me. A single light bulb illuminated the cabin. A window showed stars; that it was night outside. The bruiser reached within, grabbed a fistful of my shirt and jerked me out, standing me upright. 
 
    The other two deck police lay in huge hammocks. They glared at me sleepily. 
 
    “Why did you wake us up?” demanded the bruiser that had yanked me out of confinement. 
 
    I blinked with astonishment, realizing it was we four in the room and that was it. 
 
    “I…I heard a woman scream,” I said. “I thought you were beating her or worse.” 
 
    The one before me glanced back at the others. Neither said anything to him. He looked back to me, confused. “There were no screams, no woman.” 
 
    “I heard screams,” I said. 
 
    “There were no screams.” 
 
    At that moment, a woman did scream outside. It was loud, and I was sure it was Livi Buzbek. And as before, a switch seemed to flip inside my brain. 
 
    Despite the long hours stuffed in the closet, I jumped for the main door, more nimble than I had a right to be. 
 
    The standing Shajok grabbed my shoulder. 
 
    I grabbed his thick thumb and twisted it savagely, giving it all I had. He grunted with pain, releasing me. I reached the door, opened it and dashed outside. 
 
    “No!” he roared. “Come back here.” 
 
    Stars glittered in the heavens as wisps of clouds drifted in the moonlight. But oh, what a moon, a huge thing that gave me plenty of illumination. 
 
    Livi Buzbek did indeed scream with rage, her hands clenched with fury. Pasha Izad towered over her, with her bronze circuit in his hand, the circuit with the green gem in the center, a gem that glowed with eerie power. Livi wore the torn tunic she had in the ocean along with sandals, the straps wound around her lovely calves. 
 
    I’d expected her to be nude, with the giant hominid attempting to take advantage of her loveliness. As I’d said before, I’d read tons of sci-fi, much of it the earlier pulp versions where every alien seemed to want to have sex with an Earth woman. The hero had protected her, of course. Such ideas had been playing in my mind for hours now, as if I’d been primed for this moment. 
 
    However, Livi wasn’t nude, and Pasha Izad wasn’t attempting to have his way with her, although, the brute was stealing something obviously precious to her. 
 
    A wash of fierce emotion filled my brain. The Shajoks had imprisoned me for too long and too contemptuously. I was wound tight, had kicked my way free and stormed past the monstrous guards. I didn’t stop now, but as pounding fury filled me, I charged Pasha Izad from behind. Livi’s screams meant he mustn’t have heard me charge out of the deck police quarters. As I ran at the eight-foot leader, remembering he could weigh as much as 900 pounds, I realized I needed to use some craft or cunning as well as muscular heroics. 
 
    Then the deck police bellowed a warning. 
 
    Livi ceased screaming as I reached Izad from behind and drew his big revolver from its holster. With the gun in my hands, I jumped back, cocking the huge hammer and aiming the gun at him. 
 
    “That’s it,” I shouted. “If anyone moves—” 
 
    Both Izad and the deck police-Shajok came at me, hooting with rage in an apish way. What else could I do? Fury filled me. I fired, the shot taking the deck police-Shajok in the chest. I fired again, the second shot doing its magic—except, it didn’t stop him. 
 
    I skipped aside. 
 
    The frothing deck police-bruiser stumbled past me— 
 
    I don’t know what happened to him next. I was too busy firing at Pasha Izad. I must have put three big slugs into him before he dropped, sliding, his hands reaching on either side of me. He twitched, stirred, twitched again, and then lay very still. 
 
    Livi stared at me in the bright moonlight. She didn’t smile. She didn’t call my name. She whirled around without a sound and sprinted for the center of the sky-raft. 
 
    That took me by surprise. She ran like one possessed. Had— 
 
    I exclaimed with understanding even as other Shajoks stumbled outside of the wooden structures onto the open deck. With the huge revolver in my hands, but a single shell remaining in the chambers, I took off after Livi. I had a good idea what she planned to do: shut off power to the sky-raft so it plummeted to its destruction. 
 
    The only problem with that was that we would die with it. 
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    I was surprised no one had intercepted Livi yet. I had to assume the Shajoks weren’t night creatures. But even given that, someone among them should have caught her. Instead, each shied away as if Livi were a taboo creature, or as if she had some kind of unseen shield protecting her. 
 
    In the moonlight, Livi knelt at what looked like a sealed hatch. Her fingers played over something. A light flashed. I heard a click. With a savage cry of delight, Livi opened a hatch, stood and dashed down what must have been stairs. 
 
    I noticed something in my free hand: the brass circuit with the green gem. I must have picked it up as I’d dashed past the dead Izad. Why had he taken it from Livi? I snorted. I should have taken extra shells instead. What was I going to do with one shot remaining? 
 
    I reached the open hatch and saw the light and the combination pad. That was interesting. I hadn’t yet seen such a thing on a Shajok raft. 
 
    I raced down steep steps, the passage getting darker the deeper I descended. How was Livi finding her way? How did she know what to look for? 
 
    Lights snapped on lower down, bright fluorescent lighting. It didn’t match anything I’d seen so far on the Dandelion Wine. 
 
    My forehead hurt with a hard ache. I’d seldom had headaches during my life, but I had one now, a real doozy. It put splotches before my eyes and—I frowned. Why had I become so worked up earlier? It didn’t match my normal patterns. I’d been enraged with white-hot fury. Some of the thoughts had seemed foreign, as if coming from elsewhere. 
 
    “Psi-master,” I whispered. Oh, damn, but I suddenly had a good idea about what had been happening. It felt as if someone with mental powers had been maneuvering me these past few minutes, had built me up to become an explosive actor— 
 
    “Livi!” I roared. “Livi! Stop what you’re doing.” 
 
    I ran hard, bursting upon Livi standing before a huge computer bank. It had swirling lights in several round monitors. There were big keys like on a giant’s computer board. The symbols on the keys were like nothing I’d seen before. They were sized to a Shajok’s big fingertips, though. 
 
    Livi looked up as I dashed in. Her eyes were glazed and there was a weird smile upon her lips, as if it were a man smiling and not the Hetman’s first daughter. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    “We win,” she shouted at me. 
 
    “Stop,” I said. 
 
    “I’m cutting power to the engine. The sky-raft will plunge to its destruction and Tynar will be rid of one more flyer.” 
 
    “Psi-Master Chandler,” I shouted at her. 
 
    Livi shivered, and her head swiveled around as she stared at me with hatred. 
 
    “I know that’s you, Chandler,” I shouted, starting toward her. “Somehow, you found out about me. You can’t operate your powers from very far, though. Are you flying in a nearby raft? But why do it like this? What’s the point?” 
 
    Livi give me a bird finger as if she’d been born to it on Earth. Then, she whirled back to the controls and began to tap and press keys with quick abandon. 
 
    I reached her— 
 
    A bolt of pain flared in my brain. 
 
    “No, Chandler. I’m on to you now.” With concentration, I flipped the switch in my head that cut any connection to him. 
 
    The pain in my head ceased instantly. 
 
    Livi no longer stood near me, though, but had moved to a different control bank. There, she manipulated controls as if she knew exactly what to do. 
 
    The sound of the engine slowing down became noticeable as the thrum of its power lessened. 
 
    Livi shouted with rage as I picked her up from behind, pinning her arms beside her. She kicked and squirmed. “Let me go. Let me go. I have to finish this. I must. I must.” 
 
    “No,” I said, turning her, heading out of the engine compartment. 
 
    She screamed with hatred, twisting and struggling. Although she was a woman, she was a strong woman, and I was having a hard time holding onto her. 
 
    “Livi,” I said into one of her ears. “Psi-Master Chandler is controlling your actions. He’s using you. Fight him. Fight his mental domination.” 
 
    “No!” she howled. 
 
    As I held her, I noticed that the green gem had started to pulsate. That seemed odd. It had done that earlier, too. Why would it—? 
 
    I released her. 
 
    She whirled around, spitting rage, her eyes swirling with mad power. 
 
    I jammed the circuit with the glowing green gem over her forehead. In an instant, she staggered and began to blink wildly. She groaned. It was a deep-throated thing. She shook her head, shook it again and regarded me strangely. 
 
    “Bayard?” she asked, as if stunned to see me. 
 
    “Are you Livi Buzbek again?” I asked. 
 
    She looked around, bewildered. “What is this place? What happened to me that I’m here and not in the brig?” 
 
    “Someone was using you through mental domination,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes became round and huge as she stared at me. “Yes,” she whispered. “I remember now. He told me—Bayard. We can destroy the sky-raft.” 
 
    “A Krekelen’s psi-master wants you to do exactly that,” I said. 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Who is worse, a Shajok or a Krekelen?” 
 
    Livi tilted her head. “The legends say a Krekelen is worse, as a Shajok is a servant of the evil ones. But I’ve never seen a Krekelen. It’s said they can move at will among people without anyone knowing who it is. Maybe you’re a Krekelen.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Although a Krekelen followed me to Tynar.” 
 
    Livi stepped away from me. “Are you in league with the Krekelens?” 
 
    “Hardly, as I’ve killed many of them.” 
 
    From higher up, from the stairs, we heard the harsh sounds of angry shouting Shajoks. Why none of them had charged down after us…I cocked my head. That was odd. Why hadn’t any come down? 
 
    “What are they shouting about?” 
 
    “I killed Pasha Izad and a deck policeman. They’ll surely rush down, eventually if not immediately, and kill us in retaliation. Can we escape the sky-raft from here?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    I looked around, heard the angry retorts above and someone coming down—I dashed to Livi, grabbed her right hand and pulled her with me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Where’s Kez?” 
 
    “Oh no, I remember. Izad slew him before taking me from my cell.” 
 
    “No!” I said, outraged. 
 
    “It was weird. Izad acted strangely. Could the psi-master have controlled the Pasha?” 
 
    We reached a large panel. I’d noticed it, as it looked like an escape hatch. With a wrench and a click, I opened it. 
 
    Wind shrieked as we negotiated a short corridor. Stepping to the end, we found an open area between three large anti-grav discs. Below us, bright in the moonlight, was the desert floor, maybe fifty stories down. 
 
    I noticed a closet, opened it and extracted two personal anti-grav units, and took a flare gun and several extra shells. Clearly, this was an emergency hatch, a logical place for one and not blind dumb luck for us. I would have liked more .75 caliber ammo, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
 
    I took both units, strapping one onto Livi, instructing her as I did. I couldn’t believe that Kez was dead, but I had no reason to doubt her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I shouted. 
 
    “We should disable the sky-raft before we go.” 
 
    “If the Krekelen wants us to do that, then I don’t want to do it.” 
 
    Livi thought about that and nodded, and she reached out to me. 
 
    I took her hand, activated both of the floaters and jumped, forcing her to jump with me. We both began to float down toward the desert floor. 
 
    Livi squeezed my hand. I looked at her. She pointed to the left. 
 
    By moonlight, I saw a trailing sky-raft. I suspected that Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler were passengers over there. I blocked any more thoughts about them, and we continued to float down to the nighttime desert. 
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    We floated through the nighttime sky with the glorious moon providing light. Frankly, I’m surprised no one spotted us as we descended. Perhaps not thinking to look for escapees, no one noticed the two humans softly floating toward the shimmering desert floor. 
 
    Why would Psi-Master Chandler compel Livi to destroy the Dandelion Wine? Did that mean Alvor had an issue against the Shajoks? Given that the Krekelens had sent and instructed the Shajoks long ago on exterminating the humans on Tynar, was this action supposed to light a fire under the reluctant Shajoks? Was this an object lesson regarding the dangers of failing to fulfill Krekelen orders? Why had the Krekelens only sent two agents to Tynar? 
 
    I snorted to myself. I was in the dark about much. Colonel McPherson and her people were likewise in the dark about much. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said. 
 
    The ground neared, but she needn’t have worried. We both gently landed on the cool sands. A moment later, I shut off both floaters. 
 
    The two sky-rafts continued their flight. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said, grabbing my left wrist and pointing. 
 
    The rearward sky-raft closed the distance with the forward one, the Dandelion Wine. Abruptly, cannons roared, just like an old-time sailing vessel broadside. The cannons fired from the second raft into the first. I imagine it surprised those on the first raft, as treacherous an assault as any I’d seen. 
 
    The Dandelion Wine shuddered, and the giant raft tilted crazily. 
 
    In the darkness, we heard distant screams and roars of protest. 
 
    Several seconds later, a second broadside blasted against the wounded sky-raft. This time, shot burst apart sections of the Dandelion Wine. There was a horrible and torturous groan of metal, perhaps the under-plate of the main raft. A glowing anti-gravity disc exploded and plunged like a fiery comet to the desert floor. More pieces followed: wooden splinters, boards, Shajoks and various kinds of furniture. A metallic shriek that lasted far too long heralded another anti-grav disc depowering and raining down. Suddenly, an entire section of the Dandelion Wine twisted and shrieked off the main sinking hulk. The first part plunged and hit the ground with a tremendous thud. 
 
    From here, I felt the ground shake, while Livi’s right hand tightened around my own. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “We should be fine over here.” 
 
    A third broadside exploded something in the remaining sky-raft, and pieces blew off or rushed toward the ground. It was the end of the Dandelion Wine, as there was no more sky-raft, just raining pieces and Shajoks. 
 
    Clearly, Alvor the Sleek was a real bastard of a Krekelen and could have given Charmalos a run for the title of worst alien ever. 
 
    “It’s possible some Shajoks might have survived the attack,” Livi said quietly. 
 
    I thought about that. If some had donned floaters in time, it might have been possible they’d jumped free. That brought up an obvious corollary. If Alvor had gone to such lengths to destroy the Dandelion Wine, he’d make sure there were no survivors. I suspected that was Livi’s point. 
 
    We thus hurried to a tall cactus with many branches of prickly thorns. Crouching under it, we watched and waited for the next move. 
 
    The treacherous sky-raft halted its forward flight. A few minutes later, giant spotlights appeared, shining upon the terrible wreckage, roving, searching— 
 
    Alvor must have seen something he didn’t like. A barrel plunged over the edge of the reaming sky-raft. When the barrel hit, the primitive bomb detonated with an outrageous roar and intense light, flinging metal, wood and bloody pieces into the air, which rained down soon thereafter. Was that good theater? It must have been, as more barrels fell, hit and detonated with fury. 
 
    “Seems like overkill,” I said. 
 
    Livi nodded in mute agreement. 
 
    The bombing finally ceased as the sky-raft lowered and the spotlights once again shined. The enemy raft used the smoking and twisted wreckage as their locus, circling the spotlights around it. Whenever a spotlight stopped, rifles barked from upon the raft. Perhaps snipers shot at bodies or at anything moving. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll land?” Livi asked. 
 
    “I sure hope not.” 
 
    Soon, the snipers must have told their superiors that nothing moved down there. The shooting ceased, but the sky-raft didn’t leave but rose, and it took a wider circuit around the wreckage. As it did, the spotlights raced upon the dark sands, continuing their search. 
 
    Livi and I stretched out behind our cactus. We must have been out of the selected radius, though, because no spotlight reached us. 
 
    Instead, the spotlights ceased shining and the sky-raft rose even higher into the night. Then, it slid away in the same direction the Dandelion Wine had been traveling earlier. 
 
    “Poor Kez,” I said. 
 
    Livi didn’t comment upon that. 
 
    At last, I lost sight of the enemy sky-raft as it left the two of us alone on the cold desert floor. 
 
    “What’s our plan?” Livi asked. 
 
    “We wait for first light and check the wreckage.” 
 
    “For weapons?” she asked. 
 
    “For weapons,” I agreed, “and to see what else we can find.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Livi yawned, nodding, and snuggled closer to me. We sat on the sand near the cactus. “We should sleep while we can,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not tired.” 
 
    She yawned again, grabbed one of my arms and rested her head against a shoulder. Then, she closed her eyes and, I presume, fell asleep. 
 
    I waited, wondering what the morning sun would show us. 
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    I woke up before first light and thereby discovered that I’d fallen asleep. We both lay on the ground together, huddled against each other. I tried not to move in order to let Livi sleep longer, but I failed in that regard, as she soon smacked her lips. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, removing her arm from me. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    “No. I’m the first daughter. I’ve never…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said crossly. A moment later, she added, “You know what I meant.” 
 
    “You’ve never been married?” 
 
    “Bah!” she said, sitting up and hugging her knees. 
 
    I sat likewise in a moment, as it was cold. Soon, though, I jumped up and rubbed my shoulders. “Let’s inspect the wreckage.” 
 
    “Wait until the sun rises.” 
 
    “It’s too cold to wait. Besides, we might find cloaks or coats to keep us warm.” 
 
    She jumped up, shivering, rubbing herself and agreeing. 
 
    We trotted toward the wreckage. It was farther than I’d expected. We had to climb sandy dunes as shown in pictures of the Sahara Desert. It was tiring work, but it warmed me up at least. 
 
    “No,” Livi said. “You’re going the wrong way. The wreckage is over there.” She pointed in a different direction than we’d been traveling. 
 
    I shrugged. It was her world. She ought to know how to navigate it. But we walked for too long, and I finally stopped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re going the wrong way, as we should have already reached the wreckage.” 
 
    “No, it’s just a little farther this way.” 
 
    “It isn’t, though. It’s that way.” I indicated a different direction. 
 
    “You go your way,” Livi said mulishly, “and I’ll go mine. We’ll see who’s right.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She spun on me. “What do you mean no? I’ll go where I please.” 
 
    “No,” I said again, smiling now. 
 
    “I see that smirk. What’s it mean?” 
 
    “That I’ll pick you up and carry you if I have to.” 
 
    “Oh, no you won’t.” 
 
    “Are you coming or not?” I asked, turning in my direction. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” she said a moment later. “And don’t think it was your threat making me agreeable. It’s just that I don’t want to have to find you later when you get lost.” 
 
    I refrained from further comment. We traveled over several dunes until finally— 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing at the wreckage. 
 
    Livi muttered under her breath. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, starting down the dune, beginning to run. 
 
    I ran after her. My gut was rumbling and I’d heard hers churn a few times. We were both hungry and probably both hoped to find something to eat at the wreck. 
 
    The sun appeared before we reached it, the fiery orb spreading over a great distance of horizon, and it changed the desert almost immediately. Animals and insects woke up and began to buzz, croak and call. Some birds appeared as well, flittering here and there. By the time we reached the main wreck, vultures wheeled high in the brightening sky. 
 
    The destruction was an ugly sight. There were mangled bodies, blood and more flies than had a right to exist so early in the morning. It reminded me of some dairies around Turlock, the cattle and manure having caused millions of flies to breed. 
 
    One could hardly tell that any of the wreck had once been part of a Shajok sky-raft, it was such a mangled heap. 
 
    “Be careful around any metal,” I warned. “Those edges look sharp or jagged and will cut deep if they touch you.” 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    We spent an hour poking around and found plenty of bananas and oranges, a few leather jugs with water and rum, and extra ammo. I belted an extra holster and pistol to my side and loaded up with the ammo. I hunted for a rifle, but didn’t find one. 
 
    Livi searched even harder than I did. She didn’t take a revolver. I could barely use the .75 caliber weapon. I didn’t expect her to try. She hunted for something else. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I finally asked. 
 
    She mumbled something under her breath. 
 
    I let it go. She’d find it or not soon enough. 
 
    As we searched, I had time to think about a few things, and now I asked her about one of them. “Why did your green gem shine last night?” 
 
    She looked up, must have decided telling me wasn’t in her interest and went back to searching. 
 
    This time I didn’t let it go, but said, “It seemed like the gem brightened when the psi-master used dominating telepathy against you. Yeah. I remember thinking the gem would act like a mind shield, and that was why I shoved it onto your head. You became normal after that. Is the gem a mind shield?” 
 
    Livi ignored both the question and me. 
 
    That only made me more curious. “Why would a Paran woman have a mind shield and how would she have gone about acquiring it?” 
 
    “There’s much you don’t know.” 
 
    I pondered her cryptic answer. I had a conclusion. “Are you really a Paran woman?” I asked. “Or are you pretending to be a hetman’s first daughter for nefarious reasons?” 
 
    Livi stopped and straightened. “What else would I be?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I hope you’re not a Krekelen in disguise.” 
 
    “Of course I’m not a Krekelen. If I were, you’d have been able to tell because…” Livi drifted off, falling silent. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said, more suspicious instead of less. “A Krekelen has hot skin. You don’t. You obviously know about that feature. Why haven’t you said anything about all that before this?” 
 
    She shrugged as if it didn’t matter. 
 
    “The more I think about this,” I said, “the more obvious it is that you’re not Paran. So, who or what in the hell are you anyway?” 
 
    Livi looked up, scowling at me. “You’re an idiot. Of course, I’m Paran of the Brumbo Clan. My father is the hetman. Everyone thinks we Paran are mad, as in insane, but we simply know the dire extent of the situation and fight accordingly.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “What does all that mean?” 
 
    “Figure it out,” she snapped. 
 
    “Livi…what’s really going on? Are you really a Paran woman?” 
 
    She sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 
    “Maybe until I believe you. Why are you acting mysterious all of a sudden?” 
 
    “I’m not. You’re just realizing the extent of the war.” 
 
    “The war of whom, against whom?” 
 
    “Really, Bayard, I don’t know why you pretend to be a moron. The war is of the Krekelens and their allies against all true humans.” 
 
    “And how do you know all this?” 
 
    She hesitated before saying, “Because Paran legends tell me. We’ve remembered more than anyone else. I don’t know why that is, but we remember about Travelers, Narag Field and the Harmony of Planets.” 
 
    “At first, you pretended not to remember.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t hold that against me, as you’ve been doing a lot more pretending than I have.” 
 
    “Point taken,” I said slowly, not sure I was buying this. The Paran Clansmen I’d seen on the air-cycles, the ones at Narag Field, hadn’t been deep thinkers, but grim fanatics crashing their sleds against the sky-raft. Livi was painting quite a different picture about them. “Will you tell me what you’re looking for?” 
 
    “A magnetometer.” 
 
    I frowned. “Do you mean a compass?” 
 
    “No, a magnetometer like I said.” 
 
    “You want to look for a specific magnetic field?” 
 
    Livi stared at me before she resumed her search. 
 
    Something about that struck me as odd. “Look,” I said. “Stop what you’re doing for a second. What’s so important about this war?” 
 
    “Bayard—” Livi said, as she continued to search. 
 
    “My first name is Jake,” I said, interrupting her. 
 
    She paused, looking up at me, nodding. “Jake, Tynar used to be a hub world of the Harmony. The Krekelens struck here ages ago. The Shajoks were part of it, and the war between them and humans has kept most people on Tynar at the technological level of sailing ships. The Paran hit the Shajoks hard centuries ago, and we killed most of their females. They’ve had a hard time rebounding ever since. If they didn’t have Primary Base, the Paran would have won this war a long time ago.” 
 
    “The Paran deliberately struck at the Shajok females?” 
 
    “Of course,” Livi said. “If one can kill all the females, the war will end victoriously by the next generation.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. That was one bloodthirsty way of looking at it, but I couldn’t fault her logic. 
 
    “Paran soldiers are raised from birth to do anything to achieve victory,” Livi said. “I heard you tell Pasha Izad that you witnessed a suicide sled attack at Narag Field. Shajoks are big and strong, but we’ve driven them from the field of battle time after time. Shajok technological superiority is the only thing keeping us from ripping out their collective throats.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “That actually strikes me as odd. In a war lasting centuries, you should have already figured out their tech by now.” 
 
    “Why’s that? The Shajoks have forgotten their best technology. If we could bring down Primary Base, they’d lose their only edge and then the war.” 
 
    What was she talking about? It didn’t make sense. I couldn’t picture the Paran she painted, remembering instead the kamikazes on their sleds slamming against the sky-raft and detonating. I had the feeling she was feeding me dollops of truth with tons of BS mixed in. 
 
    “So, ah, what’s Primary Base?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Livi cried, as she spied something inside a heap of twisted metal. She reached down— 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. 
 
    She froze, looking up at me. 
 
    I hurried to her. 
 
    She straightened as if she planned to fight me. 
 
    “I told you about that,” I said, pointing at the metallic heap, seeing where she’d tried to wriggle her arm. “You might have cut yourself the way you’re doing it.” I picked up a stick, moving it into the heap, and I pressed it against sharp metal as I tried to move a sheet. The edge sliced the stick in half. 
 
    “What’s down there—?” I stopped talking, as I could see what might have been her magnetometer. 
 
    Livi touched her forearm, looked at the twisted metal and then me. “Thanks for the warning. I was in too much of a hurry to grab it.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    A few moments later by working together, Livi had the magnetometer in her possession. It had a gun shape, although it more unwieldy and lopsided. 
 
    She clicked the “trigger” and inspected a monitor, standing, moving in a circle and repeating the process. Finally, she aimed roughly in the direction the surviving sky-raft had gone last night. When she looked up at me, I could see the determination in her eyes. 
 
    “Would you like to see Primary Base?” Livi asked. “Only a few Paran soldiers have ever seen it. We know it’s out here, and we’ll have to be very careful. But perhaps with your insights, we can devise a way to destroy it.” 
 
    “Uh…what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you want to see Primary Base?” 
 
    “Not if it’s going to cost me my life.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “What do you want to do then? What’s your goal?” 
 
    “What’s yours?” 
 
    “To reach Primary Base.” 
 
    “As a hetman’s first daughter?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    I stared at her. The green gem in her circuit was a mind shield against a psi-master. She was a first daughter in a warrior culture—that was what she said, anyway. Wouldn’t a hetman try to marry her off instead of sending her on a desperate mission? 
 
    What did I want to do? Go home to Earth, I was thinking. But Alvor and Chandler had headed to Primary Base, at least according to the magnetometer. What would Sir Lancelot or Gawain do in a situation like this? I knew the answer. They had each sought the Holy Grail at any price. The Krekelens were my enemies, and they wanted the Shajoks to do further harm to the humans on Tynar. Didn’t I owe Kez something? 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Let’s go see Primary Base.” 
 
    Livi grinned and nodded sharply, and soon after that, following the magnetometer’s trail, we started walking what must have been deeper into the desert. 
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    By noon, it had to be in the high 80s and climbing. We wore flowing if dirty garments over our regular clothes and desert-like headgear. We kept a sharp watch on the sky. Three times, we lay flat on the sand, waiting for the raft to cruise its way across the cloudless expanse. Our dirty garments matched the ground as camouflage. The rafts didn’t stop to inspect us or have sharpshooters fire. Twice, the raft headed in the same direction we did. The other time the raft went in the opposite direction. 
 
    According to Livi, the Shajoks lived in a giant community called Primary Base. It wasn’t on the ground, but floated high above the desert landscape. By some judicious questioning, I discovered that the magnetometer sensed the magnetic lift Primary Base used to remain in the air. 
 
    What kind of setup was that? I admit that knowledge of it made me more curious about the Shajok base. 
 
    There was little out here but for the occasional cactus, tufts of yellow grass and some small very fast lizards. And the vultures, the vultures soared high above the hot desert sands. 
 
    The obvious question should be why wouldn’t a sky-raft see our trail in the sand? The answer was the ever-present wind. It blew constantly, and it shifted sand, blotting out trails in a matter of a half hour, at the most an hour. Without the magnetometer, we would have soon become hopelessly lost. The desert was monotonous and mostly desolate. 
 
    We had our oranges and bananas. We had our water. I was willing to march for two days inland. After that, I was heading back to the great salt sea, and told Livi as much. 
 
    After one stop, after we peeled our oranges and buried the skins, Livi grew reflective and began to talk: 
 
    “The Krekelens through the Shajoks launched fierce weapons millennia ago on Tynar. Those weapons destroyed vast swaths of land. Once, there were trees and crops throughout the Great Desolation, our name for this inhospitable desert.” 
 
    “The Paran hit the Shajoks after the first weapon launching that did all that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where did the Paran Clansmen originate?” 
 
    Livi sipped thoughtfully from a water-skin before answering. “Originally, the Paran were Tyner’s defense operators. I believe the word Paran was an acronym once. No one remembers what it means. We, their descendants, still hold to our sacred trust.” 
 
    “And the rest?” I asked. 
 
    “You mean the people with carracks?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They’re the children of the survivors. Kez could probably have told you a different story. Those on Narag Isle remember some of the old ways of Tynar.” 
 
    We got up and trudged in silence for a time. 
 
    I had a question. “Do you know how long ago all this happened?” 
 
    “Yes, three thousand years.” 
 
    I halted, staring at her in disbelief. 
 
    “What did I say wrong?” 
 
    “Three thousand years?” I asked. “No way. That’s far too long. For one thing, the Shajoks would have recovered ages ago from the loss of a few females. This must have happened at most, a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “No,” Livi said. 
 
    I wanted to argue but threw up my hands. I figured she didn’t know and had just made something up—I glanced at her. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced at her forehead. Sweat-stained cloth covered it, concealing the green gem and circuit. That green gem kept brothering me. A Paran first daughter shouldn’t possess an effective mind shield. The gem told me that she was lying about her identity. 
 
    “Why are we really heading to Primary Base?” I asked. 
 
    “Bayard—” 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “Jake,” she said. “You’re the most suspicious person I’ve ever met. Why won’t you believe me about being Paran?” 
 
    “Logic prevents me.” 
 
    “How logical was it for you to travel to Tynar? What propelled you to make the journey from Earth?” 
 
    “Being a knight-errant.” 
 
    Livi raised her eyebrows. 
 
    I sighed. “On Earth, during medieval times, knights ruled Europe or the western part of it anyway. Knights rode chargers, horses. They wore mail armor, used lances and swords. Many of the knights belonged to chivalric orders. Chivalry was a code of conduct. Few knights lived up to the code, but knowledge of it compelled some of them at times. One group of knights were knight-errants or knight wanderers. The stories from that time told romantic tales about Sir Lancelot, Sir Gawain and Sir Parsifal and others as they sat at King Arthur’s Round Table.” 
 
    “Arthur was a great king?” 
 
    “One of the greatest,” I said, “or so the stories say. I’m like Sir Lancelot, a wandering knight in search of adventure. I’m part of a group from Earth. I live free and act right, or I try to anyway. I attempt to live up to the chivalric code of honor. I’m here because it’s crazy cool to wander the worlds, because I’m able to use the travel units and because I have a grudge against the Krekelens and their attempts to murder humans.” 
 
    Livi flashed me a smile. 
 
    “What?” I said. “Do you think I’m a nut?” 
 
    “Why would I think that?” 
 
    “Because on Earth you’re supposed to have a regular job and work to get ahead,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. “And you’re supposed to let lunatics tell you how to think and act, but many of them can’t even tell if they’re a girl or boy.” I snorted. “Can you believe that? You’re supposed to live your life by rules someone else makes, someone so mixed up about life and the basics they can’t even run their own properly. Such folks need help. What they don’t need is anyone taking their insanity seriously and thereby making it worse.” 
 
    “So why not rove the star lanes instead of becoming a working drone?” Livi said rhetorically. 
 
    “Maybe that’s part of my reason, yeah.” 
 
    “What’s the other part?” 
 
    I gave her a shy smile. “My father was a Traveler. He could do things…could fight like no one’s business…” 
 
    “You respected your father?” 
 
    “I did. He died too young. I think psi-masters or Krekelens had something to do with his death.” 
 
    “And you want revenge against them?” 
 
    “I want to visit the planet my father left to come to Earth, where he married my mother. I want to talk to the others who can do what I can.” 
 
    Livi fell silent, and we trudged quietly for a time. 
 
    “Down,” she hissed. 
 
    I threw myself flat, covering my head with a cloth. After a moment, I slowly rolled onto one side and scanned the sky. 
 
    Two rafts slid in the opposite direction we did, going the way we had come. 
 
    I looked back. Not all our tracks had disappeared yet. The wind had died down some from earlier. 
 
    “Livi?” 
 
    “Don’t move,” she said. “Shajoks might be using telescopes to study the sand.” 
 
    “I’m not moving.” 
 
    “Don’t talk right now either.” 
 
    “You’re not a Paran woman,” I said. 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “No. I talked about my father. As I did, I realized that you’re from his world.” 
 
    “What a preposterous thing to say.” 
 
    “It’s logical,” I said. “A Paran woman wouldn’t have a gem that was a mind shield unless she planned to go up against a psi-master. I seriously doubt a hetman would let his first daughter leave on such a quest. That means you’re not a first daughter. That means you’re a secret agent or a Traveler posing as a Paran woman.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Yes. Why would you? I’d like to know.” 
 
    Livi didn’t respond. 
 
    I stopped talking, as the sky-rafts were above us. They continued to slide serenely in the hot sky. They did not halt but continued their journey. 
 
    Finally, I whipped the cloth from my head and climbed to my feet. “Well,” I said. “What’s your answer?” 
 
    Livi sat up and tested her magnetometer. She scrambled to her feet afterward. “Come on, Jake. Primary Base is near. You’ve got to see this.” 
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    We trudged in silence for quite some time, resting in the shade of a cactus afterward. Two vultures hung high in the blistering sky, but that was it. After eating another orange each, delighting in the sweet liquid, we started out again, moving slowly but surely across the desert dunes. 
 
    Every fifteen minutes, Livi checked her magnetometer. 
 
    Then, I spied a dot high in the beery distance. The dot didn’t move, but remained motionless up there. I began to feel something, too, a tickle against my skin. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. My mouth was dry and I was tired. We’d been traveling since morning. The sun had begun its slow journey down, but there were still several hours of daylight left. 
 
    Livi stopped, checking her magnetometer. I was getting sick of seeing her do that. 
 
    “You must feel it,” I said. 
 
    She lowered the instrument, giving me a quizzical glance. 
 
    I described the tickly or prickly feeling against my face. “Is Primary Base’s magnetic field causing that?” 
 
    “Probably,” she said. 
 
    My gaze narrowed. “Now…how could you know that, you, a first daughter to the Brumbo Hetman?” 
 
    “Bayard, I’m getting tired of your insinuations.” 
 
    “I haven’t insinuated anything.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    I grinned fiercely. “I’ve outright said it. You’re a…an agent from somewhere, anywhere but the Paran Clans.” 
 
    Livi twisted her face in annoyance. 
 
    “Why not admit it?” I said. “Why continue the pretense?” 
 
    “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “No,” I said, reaching out, stopping her. 
 
    She slapped my hand away as she glared. “I’ve permitted you to touch me before. Now, I find that I cannot abide it. If you persist in trying, my father will chop off your offending hand when the time comes.” 
 
    “Look at that thing,” I said, pointing, deciding to change the subject. “It’s up there a long way. How do you propose we reach it from here? For that matter, how could Paran sled-riders reach it?” 
 
    “Easily,” Livi said. “Primary Base is within range of the sleds.” 
 
    I shaded my eyes from the sun, studying the distant dot. How far were we from it? We could see it… I bet it was still miles away, as in twenty, maybe thirty miles until we reached a point underneath it. 
 
    “Livi, what’s the range of a Paran sled?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. She opened her mouth, and then closed it decisively. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “That’s what I thought. Do you know what else I’ve been thinking?” 
 
    She did not respond. 
 
    “In the past, people reading about cavalry hosts figured horses could go anywhere. But they can’t. They have to eat. If a horse grazes in the field, it has to graze most of the day and thus cannot be traveling. That means if horses travel fast day after day, they need hay or better still grain, as a horse can eat hay or grain in a fraction of the time it takes to eat enough green grass. Moving hay and grain necessarily means wagons, and wagon trains can only go so fast.” 
 
    “Do you have a point to all this?” Livi asked. 
 
    “A cavalry host can’t outride its supply train for long, or, as I said, it needs vast fields of grass for grazing herds. What do the Paran sleds run off? What gives them their motive energy? Do the Clansmen have transport sleds to bring the attack sleds more fuel? Sure, a sled can fly, but then it has to land and refuel. I don’t believe for a second that the Paran Clansmen can fly a sled force more than fifty miles from a base, maybe less. Do the Paran have horses and wagons to drag their fuel supplies farther afield?” 
 
    “You talk too much,” Livi said. 
 
    “Logic, I’m using logic to figure this out. Range must be a Shajok strength. I bet the sky-rafts can fly much farther afield than a small sled. The sleds are short-range air vehicles just like helicopters on Earth lack the range of a long-distance airplane.” 
 
    Livi made a derisive sound before turning her back on me. Soon, she brought up her magnetometer, studying the readings. 
 
    “Why are we really here?” I asked. “The Paran can’t touch Primary Base because they can’t transport their air-sleds this far into the Great Desolation. We two certainly can’t do anything against the base.” 
 
    Livi sighed. 
 
    “Let me ask it again,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” she said. “So what if I’m not a Paran princess?” 
 
    “You mean a first daughter.” 
 
    “It ends up being the same thing.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Pasha Izad was an ally of sorts,” Livi said softly. “His death was a bitter loss to my plan. You’re right about my gem being a mind shield. The psi-master must have realized this and had Izad remove it so he could get to my thoughts.” 
 
    “How was Izad an ally of sorts?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. “You have no idea what’s really at stake. You’re an adventurer from Earth, having his fun dallying about doing this and that.” 
 
    “I’m a Marine, too, you know.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An elite warrior, or soldier, if you prefer. I fought in Bhutan. It was rough.” I snorted. “So, what are the stakes? What are you really attempting to accomplish?” 
 
    “Firstly, I want to stop the Krekelen and his mind wizard. The Shajoks recoiled from a hideous task given them millennia ago. We have reason to believe the hideous opportunity is going to present itself again, may have already presented itself. It’s why the Krekelens have staked so much by sending one of their top operatives to Tynar.” 
 
    “You’re not Paran, are you?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Livi said. “You clearly know nothing about Paran customs, although you were right about the Brumbo Hetman. He’d never let any of his daughters out of clan lands.” 
 
    “So why say you’re Paran?” 
 
    Livi snorted. “You’ve heard of CIA operatives, haven’t you?” 
 
    I froze. “You know about Earth?” 
 
    Livi shrugged. 
 
    “You know about the CIA, too,” I said. “Did you know my father?” 
 
    “None of that matters—” 
 
    “Did you know my father?” I said, louder than before as I interrupted her. 
 
    “I knew him.” 
 
    That was like a punch to the gut. “Did you know him well?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s the truth?” 
 
    “Tell me what you want more, Bayard: to survive this little pilgrimage to Primary Base or to learn the ins and outs of the Great Game.” 
 
    “The Great Game is fought between the Krekelens and your side?” 
 
    “Let’s not oversimplify,” Livi said. “The point I’m making is that we believe the Krekelens want the Shajoks to exterminate all life on Tynar.” 
 
    “Why?” I whispered. 
 
    “The Krekelens have their own perverted ideas about what constitutes victory. To help them achieve that esoteric goal, Tynar must die.” 
 
    “H-How?” I asked. “Through nukes?” 
 
    Livi snorted. “Nukes. Please. We wouldn’t be so worried if that was the planned venue. The delivery system is much more insidious than that. In fact, it’s so highly toxic that it’s possible the effects could reach other worlds as well.” 
 
    “What? How? This isn’t making sense.” 
 
    “There are several competing theories as to how. One of my tasks is to find out which theory is true. Then, if it’s possible, I’m supposed to make sure the Krekelen plan does not take place—using whatever means necessary to stop it.” 
 
    “Pasha Izad was taking us to Primary Base for this reason: to help you stop the Krekelen plan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Livi said. 
 
    “And Alvor killed Pasha Izad, destroyed the raft and murdered us, as far as he knows?” 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “Can Alvor sway the Shajok Sultan, making him do what the Krekelens want?” 
 
    “I suspect that’s why the psi-master is along.” 
 
    I looked up at Primary Base again, the high dot in the sky. “So…what’s your plan again?” 
 
    “Any means necessary,” Livi said. 
 
    “Sure. But you mean to get up to Primary Base, don’t you?” 
 
    “I think we must.” 
 
    “There’s only one way up,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Livi said, “on a Shajok sky-raft.” 
 
    “How does arriving at Primary Base as prisoners hinder Alvor completing his task?” 
 
    “We have to reach there as free agents. We have to see the Sultan, and we have to convince him that Alvor is his enemy.” 
 
    “Will Alvor have revealed himself to the Sultan as a Krekelen?” I asked. 
 
    “I find that doubtful.” 
 
    “Then…you’re just shooting in the dark with these theories about our stopping someone we can’t even locate.” 
 
    “While it’s possible this could be a suicide mission, I doubt they’re able to hide the psi-master, as he’s human.” 
 
    I thought about the possibility that this was a suicide mission. That was irony. The Paran were suicide soldiers; Livi had posed as one. Now, she was going to act like one in deed, as well. 
 
    I exhaled. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Livi asked. 
 
    “No. But let’s get started anyway. As we go, you might explain how you think Alvor has planned to do all this. Or do you think Chandler will simply mind control the Sultan?” 
 
    “It seems like the easiest way.” 
 
    Livi put the magnetometer away, hitched up her belt and started walking. I followed, and we trudged through the hot sand. 
 
    If the Krekelens weren’t going to use nukes to destroy Tynar… I blinked, and my eyelids felt gritty. If I were going to plan a world’s genocide, how would I go about it? I exhaled hard again. I hoped Livi wasn’t talking about some kind of freakish biological warfare. No. I dearly hoped that wasn’t the case. 
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    We slept another night in the Great Desolation, huddling together for warmth. The black dot in the sky had changed with the coming of darkness. It was like a mini-city as seen in the distance as one travels across the Great Plains in America or Canada. Bright lights shined up there, great windows, perhaps, or something else I couldn’t yet conceive, let out the base’s interior light. 
 
    The prickly feeling supposedly caused by the great magnetic field had gone away, or I’d become accustomed to it. 
 
    How many Shajoks lived up there in Primary Base? Livi claimed she didn’t know, just as she said she didn’t know how many sky-rafts the hairy ones possessed. 
 
    “What is Primary Base?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” she slurred beside me. 
 
    “Are you already asleep?” 
 
    “I was,” Livi said. “You just woke me up.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “What did you ask?” she said, crossly. 
 
    “What is Primary Base?” 
 
    “You woke me up to ask a stupid question like that?” 
 
    “How is the base able to stay up there in one place?” 
 
    “It’s magnetically lofted,” Livi said. “But you already knew that. The Shajoks live there. What else is there to know?” 
 
    “Well…how did it get there? Did the Krekelens transmit the base via the teleporting obelisks?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Livi? Did you fall asleep again?” 
 
    “How can I with you jabbering me awake all the time?” 
 
    “Why do the questions make you angry?” 
 
    “They don’t. You do. Go to sleep. If you can’t do that, let me sleep. I need to be sharp tomorrow.” 
 
    I almost asked a different question. How did she plan to get us up there? She’d agreed a sky-raft was the only way, but that wasn’t the case. We had the floaters. She could hook herself to me as we both energized our packs. Then, as she plugged her ears, I could use the .75s and blast ourselves aloft, emptying the guns, reloading and doing it again. I imagine we could get pretty high that way. Would it be high enough to reach Primary Base? Would the Shajoks just shoot us down as we tried? Would they send a sky-raft to check us out? What if Alvor realized it was us? Would he shape-shift into someone with authority and order us destroyed? 
 
    I stared at the stars as the questions bounced in my head. Why hadn’t Livi wanted to answer the questions about Primary Base? What was so special about it that it was a secret? 
 
    I yawned. 
 
    Maybe I’d find out tomorrow. 
 
    I stared up at shining Primary Base as it glittered there like a nighttime city. I was on Tynar, a planet 310 light-years from Earth. I’d been to Saddoth and the Planet of the Dead in the Epsilon Eridani System. Now, I’d come here. I was a regular spaceman, but without having to fly through space. 
 
    I thought about Alvor and Chandler, and the games they’d tried against me in Antarctica, the bastards. 
 
    I yawned once more, and my eyelids became heavy… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I awoke with a start. Livi was already up. So was the sun. Livi stood away from me and appeared to be speaking into a hand communicator, one I hadn’t realized she owned. 
 
    I raised my head to get a better look. Her back was to me, and she spoke rapidly, turned to glance at me—she stiffened. 
 
    “Are you calling Primary Base?” I asked. 
 
    She said a few more words and clicked off her communicator before stuffing it away. “Good morning,” she said in a cheery voice. 
 
    I sat up, stared at Primary Base—it no longer glittered with lights, but was a black roundish object high in the sky. 
 
    Despite the morning chill, I threw off the extra garments and stood, rubbing my hands. “Who did you just call?” 
 
    “Bayard,” she said. 
 
    “It isn’t Jake anymore, huh?” 
 
    She hesitated. “I know you mean well, but I don’t really know you at all.” 
 
    “How can you say that? We’ve been traveling together for some time. And I saved you from the sea sliths, remember?” 
 
    “I appreciate that, and I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “So how can you say you don’t know me?” 
 
    “Look, this is desperate work. Crossing worlds is always risky. I know you think it’s a lark, and that you’re some kind of knight-errant righting wrongs, but this is a dangerous mission fraught with many unknown perils.” 
 
    “You just screwed me, huh? That’s what you’re saying. You’re trying to explain because you don’t want to say you’re sorry for screwing me in some hideous way. Did you sell me out to the Krekelen?” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd.” 
 
    “Oh, so now I’m absurd because you just finishing calling someone and you don’t want to tell me who but you don’t want to feel bad about all this.” 
 
    “Bayard—” 
 
    “What’s your plan, Livi? How do you think to achieve—?” 
 
    “Bayard!” she shouted. 
 
    I fell silent, feeling used and like an idiot for trusting her. 
 
    “They’re coming to get us,” she said. 
 
    I looked up but couldn’t see any sky-rafts yet. 
 
    “I had to move fast,” Livi said. “I can’t let the Krekelen and his pet get the jump on me. That means I have to act decisively.” 
 
    “Sure, I get that. But why does that mean you have to screw me in the process?” 
 
    “This isn’t personal,” she said. 
 
    “The hell it isn’t! It’s all personal. Or are we on different sides?” 
 
    “We’re not from the same planet. You should know—” 
 
    I drew a revolver, using my thumb to cock the hammer. “If that’s how we’re playing it: hands up, beautiful.” 
 
    “No,” Livi said, shaking her head. “I know you won’t shoot me.” 
 
    I fired, the round blowing past her, the discharge deafening in the desert morning quiet. 
 
    Livi flinched big time, and her eyes became huge and round as she stared at me. 
 
    “Hands up,” I said. “I don’t want to die just because I’ve been bamboozled by a pretty face.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “You’re not raising your hands.” 
 
    Livi seemed to consider that, and finally raised her hands. 
 
    “That’s better. Now, who did you call?” 
 
    “I should have told you before I did it. You were still sleeping, though, and I didn’t want to bother you” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “So, who did you call?” 
 
    “Pasha Izad’s father.” 
 
    “Bullshit. What a load of bullshit. You must really think I’m an easy mark.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth,” Livi said. “His father is an agha, the Agha of Primary Base Defenders. He’s called Agha Ardashir.” 
 
    “Livi…” I shook my head. “You can spin BS faster than anyone I know. You ought to be a writer, a novelist.” 
 
    “You’re bitter, I can see. I was going to tell you. I’m telling you now, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “because if I pull the trigger, you’re dead.” 
 
    “Would you really kill me?” Livi asked, as she put it on heavy, giving me the pleasing babe look. 
 
    That was the question. I didn’t want to kill her. Did I trust Livi even a little? I wasn’t sure. While keeping the .75 aimed at her, I looked up. A chill went down my spine, as I saw three sky-rafts descending. Her call had done its magic. 
 
    I regarded her again, and while cursing under my breath, I holstered the hand cannon. “Not yet, I think.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bayard. It’s the right decision. You won’t regret it.” Livi lowered her hands. 
 
    I turned my back on her. 
 
    “When they land, follow my lead,” she said. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    I heard her approach. I half expected her to jab a needle into me with a knockout drug. Instead, she put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I turned to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Livi said. “I’ll—I’ll try to work together when it all hits the fan. I can’t tell you everything just yet, as you don’t have a mind shield.” 
 
    “I don’t need one.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a natural immunity to psi-master telepathy.” 
 
    Livi cocked her head, and I could see she didn’t believe me. Then a shadow from one of the sky-rafts moved over us. Livi looked up and heaved a deep sigh. “I hope this works,” she said. “Otherwise…” 
 
    I nodded, realizing the next hour could be crazy indeed. 
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    This time, there was no funny stuff about them hovering up there while they lowered baskets or had float-soldiers jump down to challenge us. As two sky-rafts remained above, the third settled onto the desert sands. 
 
    Just before doing so, landing skids appeared so the raft didn’t sink into the sand with the anti-gravity discs. Interestingly, I could feel heat radiating from the sand but not from the discs themselves. In some manner, the discharge hitting the sand created the heat or release of energy. 
 
    I have no idea why that would be the case. Remember, I’m a gung-ho grunt, not an egghead of a scientist. 
 
    An airstair unfolded from the raft, the main deck being ten or eleven feet from the desert floor. The airstair was large, and two Shajoks abreast marched down, followed by three more pairs. 
 
    The Shajoks looked like all their kind so far: big, hairy and apishly hominid. These fellows wore fancy scarlet uniforms with metal peaked helmets and new-looking boots. They marched after a fashion, perhaps a little better than a band of trained gorillas might have done. 
 
    The pairs fanned into a semicircle before us. I noticed other Shajoks in similar scarlet uniforms on the raft edge, each of those aiming big old rifles at us. 
 
    Lastly, a white-haired Shajok negotiated the airstair. By white-haired, I mean all his fur, not just around his hominid face. He moved slowly like an old man, resting a hairy paw from time to time on a guardrail upon the airstair. He wore the same scarlet uniform but with some huge shiny medals pinned to his chest. This Shajok must have been a real war hero. His left eye watered and his face had a wrinkled beat-up quality. I imagined this was Agha Ardashir, Izad’s father. 
 
    He reached the desert floor, paused as if adjusting, and then stepped off the airstair, approaching us. There was a lane for him among his guards. 
 
    He halted, eying me and then Livi, who stood slightly behind and to my left. 
 
    “Excellency,” said one of the guards. “I must protest. One of them bears Shajok pistols. Please allow us to disarm him.” 
 
    Agha Ardashir did not reply. Had he even heard the guard? 
 
    I opened my mouth to get the ball rolling. 
 
    Livi cleared her throat. 
 
    I glanced back at her. She shook her head the slightest bit. I thought about that and figured she must be honoring the old agha by letting him speak first. Understanding, I regarded the agha once more. 
 
    He’d been watching me, and he drew a stagger stick from his belt, a whippy thing with a leather loop on the end. He pointed the swagger stick at me. 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    I dipped my head in respect, saying, “I’m Jake Bayard, sir. I’m glad to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “Do you have a title?” he said in a deep strong voice. If his body was breaking down, it hadn’t affected his larynx yet.  
 
    “Yes. I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    His eyes widened a fraction. “By Traveler, you mean one who crosses worlds?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And you?” he said to Livi. 
 
    “I’m the first daughter of the Hetman of the Brumbo Clan of the Paran.” 
 
    The old hominid smiled as he glanced at his guards. Several of them dutifully chuckled. The smile vanished a moment later. “You claim to have knowledge about my…about Pasha Izad’s passing?” 
 
    “I do,” Livi said. “As I witnessed it.” 
 
    “Word arrived to Primary Base saying his death was due to the treacherous assault of a Traveler.” Agha Ardashir glanced at me. 
 
    My face heated up, and I almost blurted out that the tale was a damned lie. 
 
    Livi shook her head. “We both witnessed the treachery, your Honor. We both fled because our enemy used a magus against Pasha Izad’s crew. The magus wielded powerful spells of confusion and soul control.” 
 
    Several of the guards glanced sharply at Agha Ardashir. 
 
    He scratched his crotch like a monkey. It was frankly surprising, and it made him seem more alien, more animal-like, especially as he did the scratching in front of Livi. 
 
    He’s a Shajok, I told myself. No one else seemed embarrassed by the display, not even Livi. 
 
    “You claim this enemy is allies with those of Narag Isle?” Ardashir asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Livi said. “I do know the enemy used a magus against your son.” 
 
    “How can you know this?” 
 
    Livi pointed to the green gem in her forehead circuit. “The gem activated, as its function is blocking magical assaults upon my being. And…this is difficult to say.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Ardashir said. 
 
    “The magus directly practiced his wizardry upon Pasha Izad while I was there to see it.” 
 
    Several of the guards made obvious signs to ward themselves against evil. 
 
    “Did the Traveler witness this as well?” Ardashir asked. 
 
    Livi looked at him. Was she about to tell the father that I’d slain his son in a blaze of gunfire? “Yes. The Traveler saw it too.” 
 
    Ardashir turned fully toward me. 
 
    “I saw it,” I said. 
 
    The white-haired Shajok made chewing motions before turning away. He hooted softly, sadly, perhaps mourning for his dead son. The hooting continued. 
 
    Several of the guards shifted uneasily. 
 
    “Going into a berserk death fury will only aid Pasha Izad’s killers,” Livi told the old hominid. “This is a time for careful thought, for cunning and the uncovering of the evil ones.” 
 
    The hooting continued but grew softer. Ardashir hunched his head, and he shuddered. Abruptly, he whirled around and stamped toward Livi until he towered over her. 
 
    I checked my impulse to draw and threaten him. The hot gazes of the guards helped still my hand. 
 
    Ardashir raised his big fists high, highlighting his long apish arms. He held the fists above Livi’s head. “I could crush you, human.” 
 
    “I’m here to help you,” Livi said softly. 
 
    Ardashir screamed apishly at her, his long arms and fists shaking with passion. “I seek my son’s killer. I must pound his flesh to pulp and rip the balls from his body.” 
 
    “I can help you find the one who is responsible for your son’s death,” Livi said. 
 
    “How? How can you do this?” 
 
    Livi’s gaze took in everyone before she looked up at Ardashir. 
 
    “Speak,” he said. 
 
    “A Krekelen has come to Primary Base.” 
 
    The old hominoid’s arms fell to his sides as he staggered back from Livi. He wheezed as if exhausted. “A Krekelen, a Master, has come to Tynar?” 
 
    “Yes,” Livi said. 
 
    Ardashir pointed a shaking finger at me. “Did the Traveler bring him?” 
 
    “No,” Livi said. 
 
    “Traveler,” Ardashir said. “Does she speak the truth?” 
 
    “A Krekelen and his psi-master—his magus—has arrived on Tynar.” 
 
    “Psi-master?” asked Ardashir. 
 
    “It’s another name for magus,” I said. 
 
    “Are you an enemy of the Krekelen?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. 
 
    “We, the Shajoks, are their servants,” Ardashir said quietly. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Livi said. “But once, long ago, the Shajoks disobeyed a dreadful order from the Krekelens. The Shajoks did not kill all life upon Tynar.” 
 
    “Is that why the Krekelens have returned?” Ardashir whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Livi said. “I think it’s possible, though.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ardashir said. “It is more than possible, as the time of the Red Star is coming. Soon, the Red Star will flare in the heavens. Perhaps the Krekelen has come to order the Sultan to send a delegation into orbit.” He nodded wearily. “We will have to obey the order this time.” 
 
    “You will obey the one who slew Pasha Izad?” asked Livi. 
 
    Ardashir blinked as if in confusion. His old brow soon furrowed, however. His shoulders straightened as he regarded Livi anew. “No Krekelen has announced himself yet.” 
 
    “He has come to Primary Base as another,” Livi said. 
 
    “As whom?” 
 
    Livi held up her palms, shrugging. 
 
    “The magus should be easier to find,” I said, “as he is human.” 
 
    Ardashir nodded agreement, although it didn’t seem to give him any pleasure. “You two will come with me. You two must tell the Sultan what you’ve told me.” 
 
    “We may not make it to the Sultan,” Livi said. “The Krekelen disguised as another might try to kill us.” 
 
    “If a Master is among us…” Ardashir seemed older than before. “These are grave tidings.” He eyed his guards. “None shall speak of this until I have spoken with the Sultan.” 
 
    The guards made genuflections of obedience. 
 
    “Disarm them,” Ardashir said. 
 
    “Sir,” I said. “I will disarm myself.” I unbuckled my gun belts. 
 
    The old agha watched, and finally accepted that. 
 
    Soon, under guard, Livi and I followed Agha Ardashir upon his sky-raft. It was much like the Dandelion Wine, although the wooden buildings had newer paint, and there were several large cannons along the edges. 
 
    The cannons didn’t look like muzzle-loaders, but more advanced breech-loaders. I wondered why the Dandelion Wine hadn’t had any of those. 
 
    Three guards followed Livi and me, showing us to an edge location much like our first one on the Dandelion Wine. The raft began to rise, joining the other two on watch. 
 
    In a trio, we moved upward like huge mobile elevators, heading toward Primary Base. 
 
    Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler were up there. They’d failed to stop us from arriving, though. Would that be enough to give us the needed edge? The truth was that I had a bad feeling about this. 
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    The ride up took longer than I would have expected. The explanation was easy, though. Primary Base was far higher than I’d originally realized. 
 
    It turned out to be a vast globular base of immense proportions. It could have been a quarter mile in diameter, which would allow for a massive amount of space within. There were huge areas of windows, or glassy substance that allowed one to see inside. The otherwise motionless base hummed and vibrated, and the closer one came to it, the easier it was to see a magnetic column reaching down toward the surface. The only explanation I can give for that was the column of magnetized air shimmered like heat off a hot road. 
 
    The prickle against my skin increased, and I felt a tug from my belt buckle. 
 
    The sky-rafts slowed at this height and breathing became a chore. A look over the edge—I suddenly felt dizzy and my gut shriveled. I could take some heights, but this was ridiculous, higher than I’d ever been in a plane going from California to Hawaii. 
 
    Our sky-raft wobbled, and it felt as if we pressed against something. I immediately thought about the invisible shield the small Ophidians had used against the freezing Antarctic chill. Perhaps we were passing through something similar. 
 
    The wobbling ceased. Breathing became easier again, as if the air pressure had stabilized within a bubble of protection around Primary Base. We rose faster, too: the three rafts heading toward a huge opening. 
 
    I turned to Livi. “The base is a spaceship.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. “You knew Primary Base was a spaceship?” 
 
    “You once asked how the Shajoks arrived on Tynar. We don’t know for certain, but the chief theory of our theoreticians is that the Shajoks arrived via spaceship. To be honest, I’m the first to actually see Primary Base and confirm the idea.” 
 
    “B-but this is crazy. You’re saying the Shajoks are regular spacefarers?” 
 
    “No, were regular spacefarers. I think their ability to do so faded long ago.” 
 
    “Even so, this negates the reason for the obelisks, for the interstellar teleporters.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I frowned. “Seeing this, I don’t understand why the Shajoks haven’t obliterated the Paran. A spaceship like this is superior to anything the sled riders might have.” 
 
    “There is a mystery here, several, in fact.” 
 
    “What mystery? The Shajoks have a spaceship, one resting on a magnetic column.” I scowled. “Why do they use primitive revolvers then? Why don’t they have beamers or rayguns, something to match the technology of their spaceship?” 
 
    Livi nodded. “One school of thought holds that the Shajoks don’t know how to use most of their technology. They’re soldiers, not technicians.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Yeah. I remember that Izad once spoke about Technocrats, how they’d want to speak to me. Do you think the Technocrats are Shajoks, a special class of Shajoks?” 
 
    “Bayard, please. I wish you’d hold your questions for a time. I know far less than you think I do. Primary Base is a conundrum to us. The idea that the Krekelens have access to spaceships seems wrong for several reasons. Like us, they’ve always been limited to the teleporters for crossing from one world to the other. As far as we know, no one has invented a faster-than-light drive.” 
 
    “You mean other than teleportation?” 
 
    “I should have said an FTL propulsion system directly through space in a ship,” Livi said. 
 
    “Well…how did the first explorers, the teleporter builders, get from one planet to another?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    “This is wild,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    Our sky-raft floated into a giant hangar bay. On the deck were more rafts, these being all metal without any wooden housings. They looked like bottom-half rafts, waiting for the top-half assembly. 
 
    I thought about something else, and turned back to Livi. “So, ah, the story you told me before about the Paran Clansmen killing all the females was just that: a made-up fairy tale?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Livi said. “Most of it was historical fact. The Paran drove the Shajoks from the surface, at least in terms of dwelling. The Clansmen are the reason the Shajoks live up here.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Let me finish. Our top theorists believe the Shajoks don’t know how to use most of their technology. The Shajoks have figured out the sky-rafts, but little else.” 
 
    “What about the huge revolvers then?” 
 
    “They’ve learned to make those by copying gunsmith technology on Tynar.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me?” 
 
    “It does seem bizarre until you realize the Shajoks are fighters, cannon fodder, and little else.” 
 
    I snorted. “They’re stupid monkeys, in other words.” 
 
    “Don’t say that too loudly,” Gian warned. “And they’re not stupid in the same way you or I would be if we couldn’t figure out advanced technology. Their intelligence is different from ours, as they’re a different intelligent species. It shouldn’t surprise us that they have different limitations from humans.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, thinking about that. “It still seems to me as if they’re stupid.” 
 
    “They’re technologically unsophisticated,” Livi said. 
 
    “Use whatever words you want. It still amounts to the same thing.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right.” Livi pointed into the hangar bay. “Do you see that? No. That’s not good for us.” 
 
    I did see. A big reception committee was marching from a hallway into the giant hangar bay. I counted fifty Shajoks with heavy rifles. Behind them were twenty naked men with collars and shackles. They bore a huge litter upon their collective shoulders. Upon the litter was a throne, and on the throne sat a hugely fat Shajok with a golden scepter in one hairy paw. Could that be the Sultan of these anti-technology hominids? 
 
    Our sky-raft began to lower with the other two. 
 
    I nudged Livi with an elbow. 
 
    She glowered at me. 
 
    “What if Psi-Master Chandler already has Fat Boy under his mental control?” I asked. 
 
    “That could be a problem,” Livi said. 
 
    I snorted. Yeah, it sure could be. 
 
    “I might have to kill the Sultan in order to throw a monkey wrench into things,” Livi added. 
 
    “What did you say?” Her Earth-based cliché surprised me. “How could you kill the Sultan? They took our weapons.” 
 
    “Really, Bayard, I’m a secret agent. I have the hidden means at my disposal.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not going to blame his death on me once you’re done.” 
 
    Livi gave her head a quick shake. “We’re being too paranoid. Maybe this isn’t as bad as we think.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Maybe it’s worse.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll find out soon.” 
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    Agha Ardashir led the way toward the Sultan’s party. 
 
    We were still in the hangar bay—a truly monstrous area—but the parked sky-rafts were all behind us now. Most of Ardashir’s Shajoks had remained aboard the three rafts. His honor guard of twelve scarlet-clad Shajoks followed his heels, with Livi and me surrounded by them. 
 
    Ardashir moved with greater speed than before, although he limped in order to do so. He had the swagger stick in his right hand. What he really needed was a stout cane. 
 
    The Sultan must have given a word. The party of fifty rifle-armed Shajoks began to move to the sides, creating a lane for us. 
 
    A bugle sounded. 
 
    Ardashir halted. So did his guards, and so did we, of course. 
 
    A Shajok in a long white robe with a silken headband around his hairy cranium and holding a long metal staff approached us. 
 
    “High Priest Shapur,” Ardashir said, sounding surprised. The agha went down to one knee, lowering his head. 
 
    High Priest Shapur halted and banged the end of his iron staff three times against the deck. 
 
    Our guards murmured as if in relief. 
 
    Ardashir rose stiffly to a standing position. 
 
    High Priest Shapur moved closer and spoke in a low voice that possibly only the agha could hear. 
 
    Soon, Ardashir turned and barked commands in a deep voice. 
 
    The leader of his guards put one hand on Livi’s shoulder and one on mine, shoving us stumbling forward until we reached Ardashir and Shapur. 
 
    “Come with me.” Shapur turned with a swirl of his white robes and banged the end of his staff as he moved toward the waiting Sultan. 
 
    Ardashir limped after the High Priest as Livi and I followed him. 
 
    The massive Sultan shouted from his location on the throne that rested on the litter of twenty naked porters. The human slave at the front counted off, and all the porters raised the litter from their shoulders, knelt, and placed the huge litter onto the deck. 
 
    A Shajok ran up with a ladder, but the Sultan waved him off with the scepter. 
 
    High Priest Shapur ushered us to the foot of the litter, with the immense Sultan up there watching us closely. The Sultan wore a shimmering robe with many gems and jewels stitched to it, and with a golden crown on his hairy head. The scepter was the most interesting thing. It had buttons on the staff, and the ruby seemed…mechanical somehow. 
 
    The Sultan was monstrously obese in a way that Master Guns Hendricks hadn’t even come close to achieving. The Sultan had to weigh something like 1,500 pounds, a bloated mass of hairy Shajok. The flesh on his face nearly enfolded his beady little eyes. 
 
    “Which of you is the Traveler?” the Sultan asked. For all his bulk, he had a squeaky voice, which struck me as odd. Had they castrated him before allowing him the post? 
 
    In any case, I raised my right hand. 
 
    “Step forward,” the Sultan told me. 
 
    I did so, hoping for the best. 
 
    The Sultan leaned forward, perhaps to get a better look of me, making the wood that his throne rested on creak ominously. “You Traveled to Tynar?” he demanded. 
 
    “Yes, O Sultan,” I said. 
 
    “You speak our tongue?” 
 
    “Yes, O Sultan.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and fingered the scepter. Was he thinking about beaming me with it? The way he held it…it might have been a weapon. 
 
    “Did you enter the tunnels of Narag Isle?” he asked abruptly. 
 
    The question surprised me. “I did, O Sultan.” 
 
    “Did you see a magus from subterranean Narag City?” 
 
    Suddenly, my mouth went dry. What kind of question was that? Why did it matter? I had the horrible feeling that it mattered a great deal. Should I lie? No, the question was too pointed. He knew too much. 
 
    “I saw a magus, O Sultan.” 
 
    Several of the naked porters shifted uneasily. All of them crouched low in subservience. What if they all jumped up at once and fought with me? Could we kill the Sultan, overpower the rest and escape on a sky-raft? 
 
    “Did you speak with the magus?” he asked. 
 
    “Not as you and I are speaking, O Sultan.” 
 
    “Did you communicate with him through telepathy?” 
 
    “No,” I said, forgetting so say “O Sultan.” 
 
    “Ah…” he said. “I wonder if you’re lying to me, Traveler.” 
 
    “I’m not lying, O Sultan.” 
 
    “So you say,” he told me. “I’m debating testing you. A Traveler from another world. There is much you might teach us.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Silence,” the Sultan said, raising his scepter. “I did not ask you a question. You are not here to begin a dialogue, only to respond to my queries.” 
 
    I bowed my head, holding my tongue. 
 
    “Tell me, Traveler, did you enter Narag City as a friend or as a prisoner?” 
 
    “I did not enter the city, O Sultan.” 
 
    “You reached the entrance to the city, though?” 
 
    “I did,” I said. 
 
    “You arrived there inside a mobile cage?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, O Sultan.” How did he know all this? Did Fat Boy have a link to Narag City? Was that what this was all about? 
 
    “Are you suggesting that you escaped your cage and fled the tunnels of Narag Isle?” he asked. 
 
    “That is exactly what I did, O Sultan.” I expected someone to yell that I was a liar. What did this strange questioning indicate? 
 
    “How did you exit your cage?” the Sultan asked. 
 
    “A man helped me.” 
 
    “What man?” 
 
    “Kez of the Eastern Beach Watch, O Sultan.” 
 
    “Did he look like this man?” the Sultan asked, pointing with his scepter. 
 
    I turned, and my mouth must have dropped open. 
 
    Small Kez with his bronze-colored skin stepped forth. He had the same mop of black hair and large nose. He wore a tunic and sandals. 
 
    “Kez,” I blurted. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “No, Bayard. I am alive.” 
 
    “But…” I said. 
 
    “Bring them to my chambers,” the Sultan said. “Bring them before the end of the hour, and escort Agha Ardashir with them.” 
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    The collared and shacked slaves raised the Sultan back onto their shoulders, shuffling around and waiting as the rifle-armed Shajoks marched into the lead. Then, the entire procession left the hangar bay as they reentered a corridor. 
 
    A few of the rifle-armed Shajok guards had remained behind with the High Priest and Kez. 
 
    I was glad to see that he was still alive, although I was puzzled how Kez had pulled it off. I glanced at Livi. She was frowning, eyeing Kez suspiciously. Did she think Alvor would have taken Kez’s form—? 
 
    Suddenly suspicious myself, I sidled near Kez and put a hand on his shoulder. The nimble Narag-Isle native spun around in surprise. The skin wasn’t hot, but normal for a human. 
 
    Someone noticed what I did, though. “Here now,” the High Priest said. “Unhand him. Kez is the Sultan’s honored guest.” 
 
    I let go of my friend, stepping back because several Shajoks unlimbered their rifles, aiming them at me. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I said, raising my hands. “I meant no harm. I’m just glad to see that my missing friend is alive. How did you pull it off?” 
 
    Kez eyed me, and there was something off about him, something different from all the other times we’d been together. 
 
    Oh, damn. I think I understood. Kez must be under Psi-Master Chandler’s mind control. I thought about asking Livi for her circuit. I’d put it over Kez’s forehead and block the mind ray. Would Chandler immediately try to dominate Livi instead because she’d opened herself? 
 
    Instead of doing something so outrageous as to shove the circuit onto Kez’s head, and likely getting myself shot in the process, I laughed as if in delight. “Man, this is a great surprise, a wonderful surprise.” As I said that, I looked around. Chandler had to be close in order to be using his psi-master ability like this. 
 
    “Is it wonderful?” Kez asked. 
 
    I refocused on Kez, who was staring at me. 
 
    “There’s no need to level accusations this instant,” the High Priest told Kez. “We must hurry to the Sultan’s Audience Chamber so he can address this in state.” 
 
    “What—?” I grunted as Livi nudged me in the side with an elbow. I hadn’t seen her approach. “What’s wrong with you?” I blurted. 
 
    “Shut up,” Livi whispered. “Quit acting like a buffoon. It’s more than your life at stake here.” 
 
    “Attention,” High Priest Shapur said, as he banged the end of his iron staff against the deck. “You two and Agha Ardashir will accompany us. Is there going to be a problem with that?” 
 
    “Not from me,” I said. 
 
    “How many guards may I take with me?” Ardashir asked. 
 
    “None,” the High Priest said. 
 
    I glanced at the old hominoid, at Ardashir. He eyed the High Priest and then Kez with speculation. Wheels seemed to turn in his mind. For a moment, I thought Ardashir would call for his honor guard and tell them to start shooting. Instead, the old hominoid nodded, asking, “Are we walking there?” 
 
    “Yes,” the High Priest said. “Will that be a problem?” 
 
    Ardashir scowled, not saying anything more. 
 
    “Are you too weak to make the journey perhaps?” the High Priest asked Ardashir. 
 
    “By no means,” the old hominoid growled. “Lead the way.” 
 
    High Priest Shapur banged the deck one more time. Then, he motioned for Kez to walk with him. Two of the rifle-armed guards followed. The last two motioned that we three get started. 
 
    Agha Ardashir limped ahead of us, hurrying every time I tried to walk even with him. Thus, I dropped back a step and walked with Livi. 
 
    “Can you tell if Chandler is controlling Kez?” I asked quietly. 
 
    Livi shook her head. 
 
    “Do you have any suggestions about what we should be doing?” I said softly. 
 
    “Yes. Follow my lead.” 
 
    “Meaning what exactly? How about you give me a hint about what you’re planning, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, as I don’t trust your ability to keep your thoughts from Chandler.” 
 
    So that was it, eh? I suppose it made sense from her perspective. In lieu of doing anything else, I shoved my hands into my pants pockets and followed the limping Ardashir. 
 
    Hmm. Livi had told me before that Kez had died because he’d remained aboard the Dandelion Wine as it went down. But the little man hadn’t died? Had Chandler kept Kez alive by mentally instructing him to use a floater, or had Kez found a floater on his own and jumped? But wouldn’t that have necessitated Kez floating down to us. Maybe not. Maybe Kez had floated to the other sky-raft. But… 
 
    Did it mean anything that Kez had come from Narag City, or from Narag Isle, at least? Was Kez a secret conduit from the magus at Narag City, the one that had glowered at me while I’d been in the cage? If that were true, though, Kez would have been play-acting being my friend the entire time we were together. 
 
    I shook my head. That didn’t seem possible, as I’d had too good a feeling about Kez to believe he’d buffaloed me so thoroughly and for so long. The little man had dashed around on the beach that night, thumping super-crocs on the snouts with a cudgel in order to save his sister and the other ladies of the beach. 
 
    Still, what did I really know about him? No. That was wrong. Kez was one brave dude. I’d found in my life that brave people—I revised my idea even as I thought it. Not all brave people were good. Courage was good. But sometimes bad guys had courage in spades. I hoped Kez was good. Man, I didn’t like the idea of him being on the Krekelens’ side. I’d have to wait and see how it went in the Sultan’s Audience Chamber before I made my final decision about Kez. 
 
    One thing was clear. Alvor and Chandler were on Primary Base, and they had a game plan. It might already be operating at full strength, or it would be shortly. 
 
    Thus, I began to prepare mentally for subtle confrontations against them, even as I noticed that the interior of Primary Base felt more and more like a spaceship the farther we marched into it. 
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    After a time of sightseeing, I noticed Kez dropping back. The High Priest remained with his two guards, while Ardashir glanced at Kez in passing and then ignored him. 
 
    “Bayard,” Kez said, giving me one of his impish grins. 
 
    “Kez,” I said, holding out my right hand. 
 
    We shook. 
 
    “It’s great to see you,” I said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Kez glanced at Livi. I did, too. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him. “You don’t want me to listen to what you have to tell Bayard?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind?” said Kez. 
 
    Livi opened her mouth. She clearly did mind. “That’s fine,” she said, immediately dropping back several steps. 
 
    I gave Kez a questioning glance. Did the former beach watcher have a plan? 
 
    “I’m glad you two are alive,” Kez told me. 
 
    “Yup,” I said, reminding myself that Chandler might still be mind-controlling Kez and thus listening to everything we said. 
 
    “How did you manage it?” he asked. 
 
    “We used floaters. You?” 
 
    “A floater,” Kez said. 
 
    “You didn’t land in the desert, huh?” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Where else would we land?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Where else. You’re a survivor, Bayard.” 
 
    “I’m a Traveler. The two go hand in hand.” 
 
    Kez grinned, and this time, it seemed strained. “If you must know, I floated to a following sky-raft.” 
 
    “Look, Kez. Let’s make this easy. I saw the other sky-raft blow the Dandelion Wine to bits.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Who gave the order to do that?” 
 
    Kez took a deep breath, maybe to give himself a second to think. “There is more taking place than you might realize.” 
 
    “No, shit,” I said. “Huh. What a surprise.” 
 
    “You sound bitter.” 
 
    “Me? Naw. Why would I be bitter?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m supposed to give you some critical advice,” Kez said softly. “It’s important that you follow it to the letter.” 
 
    “Really? This should be interesting.” 
 
    He looked around before leaning closer to me. “Follow your instincts.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Trust your gut,” Kez said. “It should lead you in the right direction.” 
 
    I thought about that, and I didn’t like my conclusion. “So, what you’re telling me is that you guys think I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Kez frowned. “No, it is quite the opposite, Bayard.” 
 
    “Uh…let’s try this again. You’re passing on advice?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I nodded. “From whom?” 
 
    “The Chief Magus of Narag City.” 
 
    I stared at Kez, as that had come out of left field. “Let me get this straight. You’re not giving me this advice from Chandler or Alvor?” 
 
    “No. Why would I?” 
 
    “Do you know who Chandler and Alvor are?” 
 
    “The off-world magus and his Krekelen master.” 
 
    I gave Kez a sly study, and grinned. “No…this is you, Chandler. You’re running my friend Kez and trying to pretend otherwise. I mean, think about it. Kez floated and maneuvered to your sky-raft. You caught him, let him live and now he’s going to speak with the Sultan. How can you possibly believe I don’t know this is you, Chandler?” 
 
    “It’s me thinking and speaking this, Bayard; your friend, Kez.” 
 
    My smile broadened. “If what you’re saying is true, that the Chief Magus from Narag City sent you—” 
 
    “He is the same magus who caused the others of my beach-watch clan to throw stones at you while you were in the cage,” Kez said. 
 
    I frowned, as I remembered that all right. “You’re saying the Chief Magus let you open my cage door?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That should be obvious.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll bite. Why would he let you do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “No. That’s not good enough. Why would the Chief Magus do that? He needed a reason, a concrete one.” 
 
    Kez sighed, and after a moment, he nodded. “Yes. He had a reason. He foresaw you reaching Primary Base.” 
 
    “What? Come on. That’s a load of bull.” 
 
    “There’s a word for it…precognition.” Kez nodded. “Yes. That’s it.” 
 
    “Precognition?” 
 
    “Clairvoyance, foreknowledge, foresight or second sight.” 
 
    “You mean: telling the future?” I asked. 
 
    Kez nodded. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s as you conceive of it,” Kez said. “There are paths of possibilities, future events. The Chief Magus can negotiate them for a short distance, but they are seldom certain, written in stone, as you might say.” 
 
    “But…isn’t the Chief Magus of Narag City an ally of the Krekelens?” 
 
    “Just like the Shajoks, the magi of Narag Isle no longer adhere to their former allegiance. Long ago, the magi and the Shajoks obeyed the dictates of the Krekelens. These long centuries on their own have changed outlooks and loyalties. Nor does the Chief Magus wish to perish in Tynar’s global death.” 
 
    “Hasn’t Chandler mind-controlled you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course he has,” Kez said. 
 
    “Can he hear our conversation?” 
 
    “Since he can read my surface thoughts, I would think so.” 
 
    “But…how is it he isn’t controlling you now? Forcing you to keep quiet about all this?” 
 
    “Because the Chief Magus put a device in my brain,” Kez said. “It was activated when Chandler first controlled me. Since then, the device has tricked Chandler into thinking he still mentally dominates me. Now, I can feel his thoughts working against me, attempting to move my limbs and my lips, but I am able to override him.” 
 
    “Kez…” I shook my head. “I don’t know how I can believe any of this.” 
 
    “It is simple, Bayard. The magi of Narag City realized the Krekelens were evil when the Shajoks long ago bombed Narag Field, shattering Tynar’s link with the Harmony.” 
 
    “After this,” I said, “Chandler is going to have you killed.” 
 
    Kez nodded sadly. “It is very likely. But if I have helped my world to remain, it is enough for me. Never forgot, Bayard, I am a beach watcher above all else.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “That I defend Narag Isle first and foremost.” 
 
    “But…how did you know to let me out of the mobile cage back in the tunnels and do…” I made a grand gesture. “All this?” 
 
    “Before I reached you in the cage, the Chief Magus spoke to me and instructed me in my duties.” 
 
    “That’s when he put the device in your head?” 
 
    “No. I gained that long ago. How else do you think I received permission to go everywhere on Narag Isle?” 
 
    “Kez, Kez,” I said, shaking my head. This shattered my view about him and shattered my thoughts about Narag Isle. 
 
    “Trust your instincts,” Kez said. 
 
    “Is High Priest Shapur really Alvor in disguise?” 
 
    “I don’t know who Alvor is posing as,” Kez said. “I do know many things are coming to a head today. If I do not survive it, know that it has been an honor knowing you, Bayard.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” I said, holding out my right hand again. 
 
    We shook once more, Agent Kez of Narag Isle with the Traveler from Earth, an agent of a small group of fighters there, of whom Colonel McPherson was one. 
 
    Then, Kez took his leave, heading back to the High Priest. 
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    The Sultan’s Audience Chamber possessed a huge “window” to the side that showed the beer-colored sky and a few fluffy clouds. It didn’t take much reflection to deduce its former purpose: a large viewing port. There might once have been seats, but those must have been torn out ages ago. In their place were wooden planks, presumably laid over the old deck. 
 
    A heavy and lengthy curtain split the chamber into two. Shajok guards with halberds lined the walls I could see. The guards wore ornate garments as befitted a Sultan’s elite. 
 
    After the High Priest, Kez, Agha Ardashir, Livi and I, with the four Shajok guards, were in position, someone began to draw back the heavy curtain. That revealed the other side, where the Sultan sat upon another throne, this one bigger than the one on the litter. There were a few more guards as well, a small group of older Shajoks dressed in rich robes and military tunics and a clump of humans in chains. 
 
    Without appearing to try to do so, I scanned the humans, seeing if I could spot Chandler. I did not, as he was not crouched with those poor souls. 
 
    Nevertheless, especially after my talk with Kez, I was certain that Alvor the Sleek and Psi-Master Chandler were in the Audience Chamber with us. What I wouldn’t have given for a .75 revolver to blow the two away. First, though, I’d have to figure out who they were. 
 
    The High Priest muttered to Kez before leaving him and approaching the throne. 
 
    “Grand Sultan of Primary Base,” High Priest Shapur began. “I have brought the outlanders to you, one of them a Traveler from a different world, one a man of Narag Isle and the last claiming to be a first daughter of the Hetman of the Brumbo Clan of the Paran. With them is Agha Ardashir, who has illegally picked up two of the humans and brought them to our glorious base.” 
 
    The group of Shajok elders turned with interest toward us, and then to the Sultan. 
 
    “Bring them forward,” the Sultan said in his strangely squeaky voice. 
 
    Shapur turned to us. “Approach the magnificence of the Shajoks of Primary Base, and bow in his glorious presence.” 
 
    Kez advanced ahead of us, and he knelt with grace, lowering his forehead onto the tiles. Livi followed his example. I probably shouldn’t admit this, but she had a fine butt indeed, although I didn’t like her showing it off like this in front of the Shajoks. 
 
    I had no intention of bowing and scraping like that, though. My gut said no, and I planned to follow the Chief Magus of Narag City’s advice in this. Instead, I went down onto one knee and inclined my head toward the Sultan. 
 
    Beside me, Agha Ardashir stiffly knelt and just as stiffly placed his forehead on the tiles. 
 
    A murmur began from the elders near the throne. 
 
    High Priest Shapur stepped near and two-handed whacked me across the back with his staff. “Bow,” he shouted. “Give obeisance to the Sultan of the Shajoks of Primary Base.” 
 
    After recovering from the blow and righting myself, I said out of the side of my mouth, “Watch it, buddy, or I’ll shove that stick where the sun don’t shine.” 
 
    Shapur’s eyes widened with outrage. “How dare you speak to me like that?” He drew back the iron staff like a Big League batter and swung again. 
 
    I jumped up during the wind-up, rushed in and caught the staff, ripping it out of his grasp before he could tighten his hold. Still smarting from the back blow, I hurled his staff onto the tiles, where it clattered and clanked. 
 
    “Sacrilege!” Shapur cried. 
 
    “Is that how you treat the Sultan’s guest?” I shouted. “You attack him from behind when he isn’t looking? What a cowardly cur you are.” 
 
    Shapur stared at me as if I were diseased. 
 
    I faced the Sultan even as I knew my hotheaded action was likely foolish. Still, the Chief Magus of Narag Isle through Kez had said to trust my gut. And hey, it was possible I was going to die in the next hour. Alvor and Chandler were probably going to outsmart us or might already have done so. I might as well die with dignity and go out in true knightly style. 
 
    “Great One,” I told the Sultan, “I came to Tynar to speak with you, and this is how your servants treat me? He strikes me even as I give you homage from Earth.” 
 
    “What?” the Sultan said in his high voice. 
 
    “Homage from Earth,” I said. “We’ve heard about you. We’ve heard about Primary Base. I have to say, this is an excellent setup you have here.” 
 
    Livi glanced back at me. I noticed because I saw her wince and shake her head at me. 
 
    Forget her, I told myself. This was the moment to go for the brass ring. I wasn’t going to defeat Alvor by outsmarting him, but by out-brazening him like a Marine. 
 
    “You must bow before me,” the Sultan said. 
 
    “I did bow, and that bastard struck me from behind. If I didn’t hold you in such high regard, I’d kick his ass this instant.” 
 
    “Great One,” Shapur said in outrage. “The human cannot speak to me like that.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” I said. “The High Priest tells the Sultan what he can and can’t do. Are you in charge here, Shapur? I don’t see you getting on your knees and putting your forehead on the floor. Instead, you hit a Traveler like me when I’m doing honor to the Sultan. That’s an insult to the Sultan’s honor, and I’m just the guy to do something about it.” 
 
    Shapur stared at me anew. Then he looked to the Sultan. 
 
    “Great One,” an elder said, stepping from the ranks of elders. He was thinner than the others but wore more voluminous robes. 
 
    I’d just spoken like I did for a reason, not just for the kicks of it. I was trying to flush out the Krekelen. Was the thin Shajok elder in the billowing orange and pink robes Alvor the Sleek? 
 
    “Yes?” the Sultan said to the elder, inclining the scepter toward him. 
 
    “The human scum dishonors all Primary Base through such talk to the High Priest,” the elder said. 
 
    “I’m a Traveler from Earth, buddy-boy,” I told him. “Who in the hell are you?” 
 
    In an orange-pink swirl, the elder turned to me for just a moment. It was hard to tell. He had an intense stare, and his eyes seemed different from the other Shajoks. If this were the Krekelen, he would have demonically red eyes, but have hidden them with contact lenses. 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked loudly. “Anybody know?” 
 
    “Great One,” the elder protested to the Sultan. 
 
    “Silence, both of you,” the Sultan said. 
 
    I shut up and so did the elder. 
 
    “High Priest Shapur,” the Sultan said. “Did the Traveler offend you just now with his talk?” 
 
    “He did,” Shapur said. 
 
    “Traveler,” the Sultan said. “Did High Priest Shapur offend you when he struck you on the back?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “You have both disgraced yourself in my presence,” the Sultan said. “But, as the High Priest of Primary Base is above ordinary law, governed instead by the ways of piety, I do not have the jurisdiction to punish him. And you, Traveler, it would be wrong to treat you like a subject. You perhaps have come to impart great knowledge to the Shajoks. I will therefore let the Fates of the Red Star decide which of you was in the right and which was in the wrong.” 
 
    “Great One,” Shapur said. “I am too old to ascend into orbit.” 
 
    “Traveler, what do you say to this?” the Sultan asked. 
 
    “Your judicious grace and wisdom will guide me,” I said. 
 
    The Sultan gave the barest of smiles before he regarded the High Priest again. “Do you refuse to let the Fates of the Red Star decide this?” 
 
    “I am too old to ascend, Great One,” Shapur said. “Otherwise, I would dare it in an instant.” 
 
    “Will you rest upon the decision of the Traveler’s success or failure then?” the Sultan asked. 
 
    “Great One, that is not the way of tradition,” Shapur said. 
 
    “O Sultan,” the thin elder said. “If you and the High Priest will permit, I will ascend into orbit in his place.” 
 
    “Shapur?” asked the Sultan. “Will you agree to this?” 
 
    High Priest Shapur glared at the elder. Then, apparent confusion struck Shapur. He grunted, moved his mouth and began to nod. “Yes, O Sultan, I will gladly permit this, and I give Elder Papak my blessing.” 
 
    The other elders murmured in surprise. 
 
    I wanted to scan everywhere at once to find Psi-Master Chandler. It seemed clear he’d just mentally dominated the High Priest. Instead, I watched Elder Papak, certain that here was Alvor the Sleek in Shajok disguise. 
 
    What kind of ordeal or trial by fire were we going to attempt anyway? What had the Sultan said? Something about going into orbit. Was that literal or figurative? I imagined I was about to find out in short order. 
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    I would have enjoyed some solitude to get my mind in gear and several hours of explanation and then training for whatever the huge hominoids were going to throw at me next. 
 
    Instead, Elder Papak and I faced the Sultan upon his throne. 
 
    The others, including High Priest Shapur, Agha Ardashir, Livi and Kez, had moved to the back of the Audience Chamber. Several guards with halberds watched the elder and me from near the throne. The guards looked ready to cut either of us down if we so much as twitched wrong. 
 
    Could Chandler suddenly mentally dominate a guard so he attacked the Sultan, killing him? I imagine if Alvor thought he was about to lose, that would be exactly what would happen. Should I warn the Sultan about that? I wondered why Livi hadn’t already done so. 
 
    I suspected there was a good reason not to do that. I’d already considered having the Sultan touch Elder Papak and see if the skin was hot. But what if Chandler dominated the Sultan at that instant? Still, why hadn’t Chandler already dominated the Sultan? Maybe Livi or even Kez had a way to keep Chandler from dominating any one particular person. 
 
    Theories, I had a ton of theories. Now, however, I needed to pay attention to find out what they expected me to do. 
 
    “Traveler,” the Sultan said. “Are you familiar with the Red Star Coralyne?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not, O Sultan.” 
 
    “I know you understand very well, Papak,” the Sultan said. “I’m surprised you’ve agreed to do this, as all know you’re against the idea of bringing the toxin down to Primary Base.” 
 
    Elder Papak inclined his head. “I have reconsidered my position during the past day. The humans and the manner in which the Traveler insulted our High Priest—” 
 
    “Enough of that,” the Sultan said, interrupting. “It is ill-mannered to insult your opponent at this point in the proceedings. You know that better than any.” 
 
    “Yes, O Sultan,” Papak said. “I stand corrected, and I thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.” The Sultan shifted his monstrous bulk while clearing his throat. “Traveler, do you know how the Shajoks originally came to Tynar?” 
 
    “I do not,” I said. 
 
    Papak raised a hairy arm. “O Sultan, is it right to tell the glorious past to this human? I do not mean to impugn your prerogatives, but these are secrets that any Traveler would surely kill to possess.”  
 
    “What secrets?” The Sultan cocked his head. “You are truly not yourself today, Elder Papak. You’re acting most strangely. Why is—?” 
 
    “Please,” Papak said as he rubbed his forehead, interrupting the Sultan. “I’m feeling hot, not feeling myself. I fear I’m running a fever.” 
 
    I sneered. The Krekelen had as good as admitted that he’d shape-shifted into Elder Papak. Was the real Papak dead or just inconvenienced? Maybe it didn’t matter. The Krekelen—Alvor—had just hedged his bet. He had a fever. What a load. He now had an excuse for being hot-skinned. As much as I hated to admit it, that had been cleverly done. 
 
    “If you’re ill,” the Sultan told Papak, “perhaps another should attempt this for Shapur instead of you.” 
 
    “I beg you to let me do this for…our collective honor, Sire.” 
 
    “So be it,” the Sultan said. “Now, you must refrain from interrupting while I explain the rest to the Traveler.” 
 
    “Even though you know the Traveler is an off-world spy?” Papak asked. 
 
    “Really, Elder Papak,” the Sultan said, “I’ve had enough of this. Sick or not, you must hold your tongue until I say otherwise.” 
 
    Papak inclined his head. 
 
    The Sultan stared at him a moment longer, and then regarded me. “You are not truly a spy, are you, Traveler?” 
 
    “No, O Sultan. And I want to say that I forgive Elder Papak for slandering me, as he must be very sick indeed. I can feel his radiating heat from here.” 
 
    “You can?” the Sultan said. 
 
    “I hope whatever has made you sick isn’t contagious,” I told Papak. 
 
    “No,” Papak murmured. 
 
    The Sultan shifted uncomfortably as he looked at me and then Papak. Abruptly, the Sultan made shooing motions. “Back up, would you?” 
 
    “Sire?” asked Papak. 
 
    “Back up a few steps,” the Sultan said. 
 
    Reluctantly, Papak did so. 
 
    The Sultan scowled. “You’re certain you’re not contagious?” 
 
    Papak glanced at me before he assured the Sultan. “I would never have come into your presence and risked your person if I believed myself contagious.” 
 
    “Well…” the Sultan said. “Turn your head when you breathe and don’t step too close. It’s better to be certain. You must agree to that, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Papak said, as he inclined his head. 
 
    “Good, good.” The Sultan covered his mouth, cleared his throat and shifted again so he leaned away from Papak. Finally, regarding me, he said, “Long ago, Traveler, the Shajoks left the homeworld of the Masters. We don’t remember them well, although they were technological wizards. They had found a sleeper vessel that could cross the cosmos.” 
 
    “A sleeper ship, O Sultan?” I asked. 
 
    The Sultan nodded. “In it were stasis tubes. Each journeying Shajok went into suspended animation, or so the old tales relate. This sleeper ship then crossed the cosmos at what the historians say was sub-light speed. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “It means less than the speed of light. Beyond the speed of light is a magical means of traveling through the cosmos. Sub-light also means that the sleeper ship traveled for uncounted years to reach Tynar.” 
 
    “Yes, you are a Traveler indeed,” the Sultan said. “The old stories say it took a thousand years for our sleeper ship, the Red Star Coralyne, to cross from the Master’s homeworld to Tynar. Upon our arrival, the Technocrats played the recordings that gave us our instructions. We were to invade Tynar, subduing the grubby natives, humans mostly. However, the Masters gave us an odious command. They demanded that if the humans proved stubborn enough that we use a hideous agent delivered via spray. The toxin would devour life as we knew it. It would destroy all life down to the grasses and microbes. Only the original Technocrats understood the last part. Do you perhaps know what that means?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “Microbes are tiny hidden elements. For instance, when Elder Papak coughs, he sprays his disease into the air, as his malady hides within microbes that can float to us, infecting us with his sickness.” 
 
    “Don’t cough into the air,” the Sultan ordered Papak. 
 
    “I will not, Sire.” 
 
    The Sultan still leaned away from Papak, and he scowled at the supposed Shajok. “Do you see then that the Traveler knows far more than we do? How then could you propose that he was a spy trying to learn secrets that he already knew?” 
 
    Papak said nothing, although he glowered at the floor. 
 
    “In any case,” the Sultan said, as he turned to me again. “In the early days, a few Shajoks unleashed the black toxin upon one small part of the world, and the Great Desolation appeared where once trees and fields of crops had ranged in abundance. It was at that time the Sultan of the Emergence made his decision. He sent the Red Star Coralyne into deep orbit and descended with the great lander, with Primary Base, magnetically anchoring it here.” 
 
    “Just a second, Sire,” I said. “Primary Base isn’t the sleeper ship?” 
 
    The Sultan leaned back as he laughed and slapped his fat knees. “No, no, not even close. The sleeper ship is nearing Tynar once more. Within it are canisters of toxin. This time, we will send two acolytes into orbit to enter the Red Star Coralyne. I mean Elder Papak and yourself.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Yes. That makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “It does?” the Sultan asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps you will both return,” the Sultan said. “Perhaps only one of you will. That one can tell us the state of the canisters and how easy or not it would be to bring them down to Primary Base.” 
 
    “Bring down the canisters and kill all life upon Tynar?” I asked. “If you decide, that is, to have the sky-rafts spray the surface with this toxin?” 
 
    “Perhaps not all life will perish,” the Sultan said. “Some among the elders have suggested we only spray the most egregious, such as the Paran Clansmen and their dependents.” 
 
    “Why spray anyone at all?” I asked. 
 
    The Sultan glanced at Papak. “Those were your exact words only a day ago.” 
 
    Papak inclined his head, making a suave gesture. 
 
    “I’m unsure why we should spray at all,” the Sultan told me. “High Priest Shapur reminded me earlier that we must obey the ancient dictates, the will of the Masters, the awesome Krekelens who sent us to Tynar. The reason the Paran have plagued us all these years was due to our former disobedience.” 
 
    “If you’d obeyed the Krekelens ages ago,” I said. “You might all be dead.” 
 
    Silence filled the chamber. 
 
    Would the Sultan order me slain for such a statement? Had Chandler just taken control of the Sultan’s mind? If not, what was keeping the psi-master from doing so? 
 
    “Are you both ready?” the Sultan said. 
 
    I exhaled with relief, glad and puzzled that the Sultan could still think for himself. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Papak said. Did he sound irritated? I think so. 
 
    “Traveler?” the Sultan said. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Let’s do this.” 
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    Ceremonially armed guards marched Livi, Kez, Agha Ardashir and me out of the Audience Chamber and down long corridors. The old hominid kept glancing at me, appearing confused and maybe concerned. 
 
    Finally, he hobbled closer to me.  “You’re heading for the Red Star Coralyne?” 
 
    “That’s what the Sultan told me,” I said. 
 
    “You’re to make the ascent today?” Ardashir asked. 
 
    “Is there anything wrong with that?” 
 
    “Well… It’s not Ascension Day for one thing.” 
 
    “When is Ascension Day?” 
 
    Ardashir used his simian fingers to count silently. “In three weeks,” he said. 
 
    “Why do you think the Sultan said to go now then?” 
 
    “The Krekelen and his magus have surely swayed minds,” Ardashir said. “Yes. This is direct evidence a Krekelen is among us. The oldest tales speak about their skillful use in employing magi.” He shook his head. “I’m doubly convinced you speak the truth concerning a Krekelen. Ever since I learned about the Dandelion Wine’s destruction, events have rushed toward an inauspicious ascension. This confirms all you’ve said.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I said. 
 
    Ardashir eyed me. “Can you tell who the Krekelen is portraying?” 
 
    “If I were to guess…Elder Papak.” 
 
    “Ah, of course, of course,” Ardashir said. “Yes, a Krekelen, a Master, will ensure our obedience to the ancient dictate. For all our sakes on Tynar, you must defeat Papak.” 
 
    “And how exactly do I do that?” 
 
    “By returning from the Red Star Coralyne—” 
 
    “With or without the toxin?” I asked. 
 
    “You interrupted me. If you return without the toxin and Papak returns with it, you will die, and the Sultan will surely instruct the flyers to spray the surface. But if you return without the toxin and Papak does not return, we will likely refrain again from spraying the rest of the canisters upon the surface for this round.” 
 
    “Round?” I asked. 
 
    “Each time the sleeper ship approaches Tynar it is called a round. This is the 242nd Round since our landing on the planet. Although, historically, this will only be the twelfth time we’re sending someone up to the ship.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. So, I have to kill Papak—” 
 
    Ardashir interrupted me by hissing and making a sign against evil. “You mustn’t kill anyone while aboard the Red Star Coralyne. That is forbidden by all our laws.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Naturally, I won’t then.” 
 
    Ardashir regarded me closely. “No. You’re lying when you say that. I know you humans, liars of the first degree.” 
 
    “Huh. I guess you do know us.” 
 
    “This is serious, Bayard,” Livi told me. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “So, why exactly can’t I kill Papak while aboard the Red Star again?” 
 
    “For several reasons,” Ardashir said. “One. It is the custom that none fights aboard the sleeper ship, as it is a holy vessel. Two. You are voyagers in this, not soldiers. To kill as a voyager is a crime. Three. If you kill aboard the sleeper ship, the robots will surely destroy you in turn.” 
 
    “Robots. No one said anything about robots. Do you think the robots are still operational after all this time?” 
 
    “The Scroll of Sasan the Great indicates so,” Ardashir said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The survivor of the eleventh ascension into the sleeper ship.” 
 
    I glanced at Livi. “Did you know about these robots?” 
 
    “You don’t have time for this,” Livi said crossly. “You must pay attention to every detail. The fate of Tynar rests upon how well you deal with Alvor.” 
 
    “And…?” I said. 
 
    “What?” Livi asked. 
 
    “There’s more you’re not saying. You’re hinting at it. I get the vibe. But I want to know exactly what you haven’t told me.” 
 
    Livi exhaled sharply. “It’s important that Alvor never leaves the Red Star. Surely, you realize his real reason for coming to Tynar.” 
 
    “Uh…no.” 
 
    “The Krekelens obviously desire to create a space fleet, as they want to end-run the limitations of the teleporters. Our theoreticians believe the Krekelens have long forgotten what their ancestors knew. Thus, Alvor is here to inspect, learn and then take the knowledge of the sleeper ship back home.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “So, this isn’t about releasing the toxins and killing life on Tynar?” 
 
    “It’s about both,” Livi said. 
 
    “Are you a Traveler, too?” Ardashir asked her. 
 
    Livi nodded. “My people want Tynar safe and to keep the Krekelen from returning to his homeworld with the ancient knowledge of sleeper-ship construction.” 
 
    “It would seem,” Ardashir said, “that we Shajoks hold the key to the conflict between your two peoples.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Livi said. “But I wouldn’t get too cocky about it. There’s a magus among you on Primary Base. The magus could be mentally controlling anyone.” 
 
    “I fully understand that,” Ardashir said. “But…I don’t understand why this magus hasn’t already controlled one of us. I mean among us four.” 
 
    Livi glanced at Kez. 
 
    “What was that?” Ardashir said, as he, too, glanced at Kez. “What secret are you hiding?” He regarded Livi again. “There are secrets here. Why hasn’t the magus struck at us four?” 
 
    “If you must know,” Livi said. “I’m shielded from psionic assaults and I think Bayard and Kez are as well.” 
 
    “Then what about me?” Ardashir asked. “Why hasn’t the magus tried to control me?” 
 
    “Because I’m shielding you for now,” Livi admitted. 
 
    “You, a human?” said Ardashir. 
 
    “Me, a human,” Livi said. “As long as you stay near me, you should be safe from mental control.” 
 
    Ardashir made a sign against evil and began glancing everywhere, as if he could spot the magus. “This is a horror,” he said. “I’ve read about the old ways. I see now why the Shajoks agreed to leave the Masters’ homeworld. Our ancestors must have wanted to be free from mind control.” 
 
    “That’s probably as good a theory as any,” Livi agreed. 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. “Tynar has its own mind wizards, those of Narag Isle. If you’re saying—” 
 
    “We have no more time for theories,” Livi said, interrupting. “Look, the guards have brought us to Launch Point. You must prepare for the ascension.” 
 
    The guards were opening a portal. 
 
    “Do you know how I’m going to ascend?” I asked. 
 
    Livi looked to Ardashir. 
 
    The Shajok nodded wearily. “The ascension vehicle is like a Paran sled, only larger.” 
 
    “Are you talking about a space sled?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    “That’s exactly what he means,” Livi said. “Now, let’s hurry. You have a lot of instructions to digest before you make your run.” 
 
    A space sled? I asked myself. What have I gotten myself into this time? 
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    Two smaller Shajoks nearer my size instructed me in the use of the space sled. Maybe they were Technocrats, but I didn’t know how they differed from regular Shajoks, other than being smaller. Once they figured I understood, they told me how to gain entry into the Red Star Coralyne. 
 
    Interestingly, Elder Papak wasn’t with us. When I asked about that, one of the Shajoks told me he was getting his own instructions elsewhere. After that, Kez and especially Livi watched the two smaller Shajoks carefully, searching for signs that Chandler had taken over their minds. 
 
    Perhaps Chandler was aware of this. Perhaps, after all this time, he was weary and too tired to make another try. How long could a psi-master mentally dominate someone? I’m sure it was different for different psi-masters. I didn’t even have a ballpark figure to work with, though. 
 
    Whatever the case, as far as we knew, Chandler didn’t mentally strike during this time. 
 
    During a recess from the instructions, I asked Livi, “Do you think the Paran based their air-cycles on the space sled?” 
 
    “I’ve started wondering that myself,” she admitted. “Before I left for Tynar, I was told the Paran were here long before the Shajoks. Now, I’m beginning to wonder if they were both aboard the same sleeper ship. The sleds seem too similar for coincidence. At least, as far as I know about the Paran air-vehicles.” 
 
    The recess ended, and the two Shajoks attempted to stuff more information about the Red Star Coralyne into my brain. 
 
    Perhaps five hours after my meeting with the Sultan, the two Shajoks declared that I was ready to make the ascension into orbit. 
 
    Livi, Kez, Agha Ardashir, several guards and I took an elevator to the top of Primary Base. As we headed there, I thought about all this. It just didn’t make sense that Chandler hadn’t made telepathic attacks against us before this. The Krekelens didn’t strike me as fair-minded. They cheated every which way they could. They were shape-shifters and mind manipulators, for Pete’s sake. The basis of their strategy mandated deception, the opposite of fair play. 
 
    That meant someone or something had been thwarting Chandler and Alvor specifically against us four. 
 
    Livi had told Ardashir she was protecting him from mental assaults. But if that was true, why hadn’t she protected Pasha Izad on the Dandelion Wine? Livi had told me before that Izad had removed her headband. But if she’d known why he was doing that, why hadn’t she mind-shielded Izad? 
 
    “I know what you said earlier, Livi. How are you stopping a psi-master from a distance here?” 
 
    Ardashir glanced at me. That was all the reaction my question garnered. 
 
    “Well?” I said, unwilling to give it up. “I don’t think you’re shielding anyone, Livi. But if you are, I’d like to know how.” 
 
    Livi frowned at me, tilted her head and then turned to Kez with wonder. “Bayard is right. Sorry, Ardashir. I didn’t want you to worry earlier. I’ve been watching you, and would have known if you were controlled. But I can’t do anything to stop it from happening. That means you, Kez. What have you been doing to stop Chandler’s telepathic assaults against us?” 
 
    “Not much,” Kez said. 
 
    By this time, Ardashir was watching the small bronze-skinned man from Narag Isle. Clearly, Kez was the culprit or hero in this. 
 
    Kez gave a half shrug. “The Chief Magus gave me a few instructions before I left. So far, they’ve worked.” 
 
    “If you think about it,” I told Livi. “That makes the most sense. The Chief Magus is a psi-master. So, he would know the best ways to thwart another psi-master.” I turned to Kez. “How are you stopping Chandler?” 
 
    “I cannot say.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “I’ve been forbidden from giving away any Narag secrets,” Kez said. 
 
    I stared at the little bronze-skinned native of Narag Isle. I really hadn’t known Kez at all. Still, it made more sense now how he’d gotten hold of the language-teaching headband. The Chief Magus had given it to him. I wonder what else the Narag psi-master had seen with his so-called precognition. 
 
    I might have asked, but the elevator stopped, and the door opened. The guards ushered us into a bustling center with Shajoks detaching cords from a giant sled and hooking up monitors to various machines. The guards brought us to another of the smaller Shajoks. 
 
    He took me and my team to get spacesuits fitted. It was wild. Before, I’d done all my Traveling via the stone-built obelisks. Now, I was donning the kind of gear I associated with a sci-fi type of adventure. 
 
    It took time as the Shajoks looked for the smallest spacesuit they could find. Eventually, they came up with one. For the next several hours, they explained how to operate the suit, the sled and how to change air and other cylinders. 
 
    “Ardashir, can I ask you something?” 
 
    The old hominid had remained with us the entire time, and he’d used his authority several times to smooth the situation. 
 
    “Ask, please,” Ardashir told me. 
 
    “Is my heading to the Red Star Coralyne considered an honor or a punishment?” 
 
    Ardashir nodded gravely. “You’ve divined the nature of the ordeal, my small friend. All Shajoks fear going into orbital space. According to the legends, few have returned. Those that did were always different due to the experience. There are many horror stories about what lies in the sleeper ship. It is one of the reasons we have made so few ascensions after all these years.” 
 
    “That’s why the Sultan is sending us two, as a punishment?” 
 
    “Partly,” Ardashir said. “Shajoks simply fear to go into the vacuum of space. I was astounded at Elder Papak’s willingness to do this. That’s one of the reasons I agreed with you that Papak is now the Krekelen. It’s possible the Sultan understands this as well.” 
 
    “The Krekelen was ultimately responsible for your son’s death.” 
 
    Ardashir looked away, sighed deeply and regarded me again. “We are the Masters’ servants. We have disobeyed their will for generations, for millennia. Someday, we will have to pay the reckoning. We all hope this is not the day, but the Fates may have already decreed otherwise.” 
 
    Yeah. That all made sense. From what I’d seen, the Shajoks were a conservative society, not given to swift changes. I wondered about a Krekelen’s knowledge. Would Alvor already know how to run a space sled? Would he know more about the ancient sleeper ship than me? 
 
    “Do you have any last advice?” I asked Livi. 
 
    “Be alert at all times,” she said. 
 
    “How about giving me a secret weapon,” I said. 
 
    “That is not allowed,” Ardashir said. “You must face the Red Star Coralyne with your wits and your purity. That is the law and the custom.” 
 
    I doubted Alvor would do it that way. Then, before I could ask Livi for a knife or other weapon, bigger Shajoks appeared, ordering me to get ready for launch. 
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    I launched from the top of Primary Base, leaving with high velocity. I was very much aware of the process, even though I was wrapped in a cocoon and fighting a tremendous number of Gs. 
 
    Everything I needed for the ascension went up in an anti-gravity ball, shot from electric rails. The rails only accelerated these compacted balls up into orbit. The rails did not fire missiles at anything on Tynar. 
 
    Rail-gun technology, anti-gravity pods—what other tech marvels did these huge hominoids possess? 
 
    The tremendous G-forces began to slacken. I had no idea how far up I’d traveled. Lights appeared in the small compartment of the ejected ball. By design, the webbing that had taken some of the G-forces started to disintegrate. I tore at it with my suited arms and legs. Once free, I detached my air hose from the main tanks and reattached it to the sled. 
 
    My gloved fingers were cumbersome, making manipulation of the controls difficult. Finally, however, I activated a screen. What I saw took my breath away. 
 
    I was in space, with the great curvature of the planet below me. There were clangs, mechanical hiccups and hissing air around me. Soon, now, according to my briefing, the ejected ball would begin to open. 
 
    I tried different screen angles, attempting to find Elder Papak’s ejection ball. Had Alvor switched places with the elder at the last minute, or was this why the Krekelen had traveled all the way to Earth and then Tynar? Did Alvor the Sleek hope to be the Krekelen hero that brought back the eon-old sleeper-ship technology? Livi believed that. 
 
    Should I try to bring this technology back to Earth instead? Could the name Jake Bayard go down in history as the one that had given mankind the stars? 
 
    I grinned while thinking about it, until I realized that man had already conquered the stars. Mu was likely a different planet, not a lost continent in the Pacific Ocean. We on Earth liked to think of ourselves as so advanced. Yet, we were still backward compared to our earlier ancestors. 
 
    Inside my space helmet, I shook my head. Such thinking wasn’t going to help me today. Alvor was trying to get to the Red Star Coralyne before me. He probably knew much more about space maneuvering than I did. A few hours of explanation—that was all I’d had. I hadn’t even had the luxury of a few days to ponder these things. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, Bayard. You’re a Marine. Where’s your can-do attitude?” 
 
    I grimaced. 
 
    I couldn’t find Alvor anywhere on the screen. I hoped the bastard wasn’t trailing directly behind me where I couldn’t see. 
 
    A light began to flash on my screen. What did that mean again? Oh, yeah, I remembered. 
 
    I checked my helmet and suit seals, finding and fixing some leakage in a glove-suit link. Then, I yanked a lever, and more air hissed. That was oxygen leaving my little ejection ball. Otherwise, when thing cracked open, the escaping air would throw me against the interior hull. 
 
    A green light flashed. 
 
    I pulled another lever. 
 
    Sections of the ball moved apart. I was in a space egg, and it was breaking open. I’d reached upper orbital position. From here to the Red Star, I’d have to travel by space sled. 
 
    I climbed onto the sled and began energizing it. The Shajoks had crammed a ton of info into me. I hoped I could remember each thing in time, and in the correct sequence. 
 
    NASA astronauts on Earth would have trained for a year or two to do what I was going to be attempting. The Shajoks had given me a quick prep and would rely on the Fates to see me through or not. 
 
    The ejection ball’s sections did not blow apart into separate pieces, because I was going to need this thing in order to get down into the atmosphere later. That meant I’d have to find the damn thing again. 
 
    Inside the bulky helmet, I shook my head once more. 
 
    The space sled began to vibrate under me. It was huge as sleds went: more the size of a water-skiing boat. Using the slightest amount of power, I eased the space sled out of the locks and between the largest two opened pieces. I was a little chick hatching from its egg. 
 
    There, I slid through while on the space sled, kneeling on the sitting pad, with my gloved hands on the handlebar controls. 
 
    I looked back, and the sight frightened and awed me. Directly behind me was the opened ejection ball. Behind it was the grand spectacle of Tynar with its continents and oceans. How in the world was I supposed to find the ejection ball later? If I didn’t, I would I die up here. 
 
    Once more, I looked in all directions, seeing if I could find Papak, my competitor. It didn’t matter, though, as I couldn’t spot him. 
 
    With a shrug, I began searching in the opposite direction, seeing if… I frowned. I did see an object out there. It was tiny compared to Tynar. It might have been in the right place, though. 
 
    I concentrated on the space sled, the handlebars and the controls. I was having trouble remembering everything my instructors had told me. What a crazy idea to tell a guy for a few hours how to do this and then send him aloft. 
 
    I applied thrust. 
 
    The handlebars almost tore out of my grip. That would have left me floating up here, separated from anything that could move me. I pushed down against the seat pad and attached the restraints to me. 
 
    I looked back…I could no longer spy the ejection ball. 
 
    While the sight of Tynar was glorious, I felt very alone, very small and…fragile. I didn’t like the feeling. 
 
    With a sigh, I visibly searched—yes. There was the object, as small as ever. Strapped in, I applied more thrust, possibly beginning my journey to the Red Star Coralyne. 
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    Approximately twenty minutes later, I heard crackling noises in my earphones. I searched a control panel and finally spotted a blinking light. Another search—I pressed a switch. 
 
    “—Bayard,” a harsh voice said. 
 
    I searched a bit more and pressed another switch. “Who is this?” 
 
    “You heard me the first time.” 
 
    “No. I just caught the tail end of that. What were you saying?” 
 
    “Don’t be more of a fool than you must.” 
 
    “Is this Alvor the Sleek?” I asked. 
 
    “How has an inferior creature like you been able to thwart my attempts so far?” 
 
    “Probably all my clean living,” I said. 
 
    “This is intolerable. Don’t you realize that you are a mockery of a Traveler?” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, you’re a dickhead. So there.” 
 
    “Jake Bayard, you do not understand a thing. You’re a primitive fool with a modicum of cleverness and animal cunning.” 
 
    “I know you are, but what am I?” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    I didn’t answer this time as I searched the darkness for any sign of movement. Nothing. I studied the targeted object. It seemed the same size as before. 
 
    “Alvor,” I said. “Why do Krekelens hate humans so much? Is it that you guys are so damn ugly? Do you want to date our hot chicks and they always turn you down? What makes you feel so inadequate compared to us that you want to shape-shift into us?” 
 
    “You’re a chattering buffoon. Thinking yourself clever, you show yourself as a moron.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to the last fifty Krekelens that came up against me?” 
 
    “Ah…” Alvor said. It was a happy sound for him. 
 
    I frowned, looked back and something streaked at me. 
 
    With a shout, I yanked the handlebars and applied thrust, and I nearly tore my restraints as the space sled skidded, making a sharp turn. Luckily, my restraints held. I remained on the sled, and it shot off in a different direction. 
 
    At the same time, something with an orange exhaust tail flashed past. I expected it to detonate, and it did, but well after it had passed my space sled. 
 
    I eased pressure on the throttle, and I turned fully around, scanning the universe behind me. I searched—I saw him then. I saw what had to be Alvor on his space sled. 
 
    “You are a poor excuse for a fool,” Alvor said over my helmet’s earphones. “Did you think I spoke to you for the joy of it? Did you suppose I loved your grating voice? No, for none of those reasons. Your speech helped me pinpoint your position. You just got lucky, human. Now, I will zero in and destroy you, and head to the Red Star Coralyne at my leisure.” 
 
    “You’re breaking the rules, Alvor. We’re not supposed to fight during Ascension Day.” 
 
    “Excellent, you idiot of a human, do not fight. Accept your fate. It will be for the better, I assure you.” 
 
    “Where did you get a missile launcher anyway?” 
 
    Alvor chuckled coldly over the connection. 
 
    I searched the starry abode once more, and I spotted the distant object. I had to get there fast, as I was a sitting duck out here in the open. 
 
    Hunkering down on the space sled, I aimed there and opened it up. I clung to the handlebars the best I could as I accelerated and trusted the restraints would hold. 
 
    “Moron is too high-class for you, you retard of a human,” Alvor said. 
 
    I muttered darkly, hanging on, and I looked back. Yup, another missile sped at me. 
 
    I maneuvered the space sled up—what I conceived as up—and opened up the throttle once more. 
 
    In a shallow curve, the missile adjusted as it continued to chase me. 
 
    My stomach tightened into a little ball and squeezed even harder, squirting acid up into my mouth. This was a death sentence. 
 
    As fast as I could, I rotated the space sled so I viewed and aimed toward the speeding missile—and saw Alvor on his sled far back there. Then I waited, hoping to judge this to a nicety. 
 
    I believe my sled had all kinds of radar and gadgets that could have helped me do this. I simply didn’t remember all the instructions. I’d soaked up as much info as I could— 
 
    The missile was almost here—I ducked my head and accelerated hard. I grunted as my body slammed against the handlebars. I was slowing down fast. I dipped the bars, maneuvering so I slid under the approaching missile. 
 
    Once again, the warhead detonated, but it did so after passing me. I also got lucky again, as no shrapnel reached me. 
 
    As fast as I could, I rotated the sled once more. I soon aimed toward the distant object—hopefully, the Red Star Coralyne. 
 
    “You couldn’t have survived this time, Bayard. This is too much. I don’t understand what went wrong.” 
 
    I didn’t answer Alvor, as there were no percentages in doing so. Instead, I accelerated toward the distant object. My hot exhaust would make me easily visible to Alvor. 
 
    “This is inconceivable and wrong,” he complained. “How did you manage to evade the weapon? Did Chandler give me inferior weapons, the dolt?” 
 
    I wanted to bray at Alvor and rub it in, but I was too scared. How many rocket-propelled grenades did the Krekelen have? Probably enough to fire at me all the way to the Red Star. 
 
    I cocked my head, thinking about that. Hmm. The Space-Useable Rocket Propelled Grenades—SURPGs—would take up cargo room on the small sled. Realistically, Alvor might only have one or at most two more SURPGs left. 
 
    I used up more fuel to increase my velocity yet again. The once distant object had grown just a little, meaning it was close. 
 
    Looking back, I would swear I could see more of Tynar, as it had shrunk just a bit in relative size. It was a sight, all right. I simply wasn’t in the right frame of mind to enjoy the scenery, however. 
 
    The space maneuvering reminded me of snorkeling. In high school, I used to love snorkeling in freshwater rivers, lakes and the ocean. The water dragged on a person while swimming, but it was the closest one could get to something like space movement, especially orbital space movement, where the planet’s gravity still played an important part. 
 
    To slow down on the sled, I’d have to use more thrust in the opposite direction. That would allow me to park and possibly enter the sleeper ship. But would entering the ship be possible now? When I slowed down to park, Alvor would come up and blow me away as a sitting target. 
 
    I racked my brain, but couldn’t see how I could defeat Alvor without weapons. Was the only way for me to win to reach the Red Star first and ambush him inside? He’d probably brought along personal weapons for inside the ship. I had nothing but for my wits. 
 
    So, what did my wits tell me to do? 
 
    After some careful and deliberate thought, I nodded, and I continued to accelerate for the approaching object—or I approached it. Now that was it getting bigger, it did so faster than before. 
 
    It was an ovoid, a great egg-shaped vessel. Soon, I could make out the thing’s thrusters. They seemed puny compared to the ship’s mass. I guess that made sense, though. It had taken a thousand years for the ship to travel across space. It wasn’t trying to build up to a great velocity fast: just enough to cross X number of light-years in a thousand years and then slow down at the end of the voyage. 
 
    I would have loved to know how many light-years Tynar was from the Krekelen homeworld. Still, what would knowing matter if I died within the hour? 
 
    The ovoid grew larger, and I could see it in better detail. The hull looked pitted and beaten up. There were words printed on the hull, foreign words I didn’t understand. 
 
    I’d stopped accelerating a few minutes ago, but my sled moved fast toward it. I was going to have to make a critical decision almost immediately. 
 
    Alvor hadn’t spoken for a time. Was he cursing his lousy aim or defective equipment? Well, there was nothing wrong with his SURBGs. Given that he had two more shots, he could easily defeat me out here. I didn’t think he would be able to do so as easily with boots on the deck. 
 
    The robots, though, I told myself. Don’t forget that you’ll have to contend with robots. Alvor might have a way to override and use some of them. 
 
    As I debated ideas, I rotated my space sled again so I aimed at Tynar and came toward the sleeper ship ass backwards. I noticed huge, closed hatches on the sleeper ship. In that moment, I knew it would be a kick to wander around inside an ancient spaceship. What marvels would I find? 
 
    Robots, I told myself. You’ll probably face angry robots out to kill you. 
 
    I both wanted to and didn’t want to go inside the ancient vessel. As I neared it, I did get a better idea of the ship’s size. It was monstrous and dwarfed Primary Base. Might there be more such “bases” or landing craft inside the ancient vessel? Were more Shajoks aboard in suspended animation inside their tubes? 
 
    A light of an idea went on in my brain. I suddenly knew how I needed to do this. It would be risky, but it was probably my best, maybe my only way to win. 
 
    I searched—yeah. I saw Alvor’s approaching sled. I also saw his space-grenade launcher. He’d accelerated to follow me, although he hadn’t accelerated as much as I had 
 
    I swallowed hard. This was a crazy idea, but given the situation, it was the only one I had left. 
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    I blew past the gigantic sleeper ship as my sled faced in the opposite direction I traveled. Immediately upon seeing the ship’s back hull, I applied thrust, doing so for some time. Eventually, I no longer moved away from the ship, but slowly toward it. 
 
    The great vessel moved toward Tynar, as it orbited around the planet like a comet. Because of the Emerging Sultan’s decision and action thousands of years ago, the Red Star Coralyne had a long elliptical orbit, only showing up like this once per twenty-three years. In a few hours or more, it would circle Tynar and begin its long journey back out again. 
 
    That obviously meant Agha Ardashir had gotten his Ascension Day wrong. 
 
    I shook my head. That wasn’t important. The key now was that Alvor hadn’t called again. Perhaps he’d seen me shoot past the sleeper ship and didn’t believe I had the balls to face him. Just in case Alvor was following, I scanned visually all around the great vessel, but found no sign of the Krekelen. 
 
    At last, I was practically on top of the vessel. It was huge, as I’d said earlier. The thing that really amazed me about the Red Star was its supposed age: two to three thousand years old. The trip from the Krekelen homeworld to here had taken a legendary thousand years. How long had the Shajoks been on Tynar since then? 
 
    “Concentrate on the mission, bud.” 
 
    I nodded at my own advice, working to breathe normally. I didn’t want to screw this up by hyperventilating and making a stupid mistake. 
 
    I braked for what might be for the last time, slowing my velocity to a crawl. Then, I applied squirts of thrust to change my direction of travel. My stomach had started squeezing again. I felt a need to hurry, but I’d ruin everything if I missed the first and only chance I’d get. Thus, I had to do this slower than I liked. 
 
    I was moving approximately one hundred yards from the ship’s hull, parallel to it. The hull, I noticed now that I was moving so slowly, was pitted and chipped, clearly having seen better days. How many meteors or other space debris had struck the ship during its long voyage here and longer voyage around Tynar? 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a crackling sound in my headphones. I closed my eyes in order to concentrate on listening better. I swear I heard someone say, “Bayard,” but…I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    I nibbled on my lower lip in anxiety and my stomach squeezed yet again. This wasn’t the same as a regular firefight or waiting for one. This was new, different—I laughed hoarsely. Maybe I was the first human in history to be doing something like this. 
 
    I crossed the ship’s horizon, seeing the tip of Planet Tynar. It was like watching the greatest dawn of my life. I laughed, glad to see the planet with its greens, blues and desert yellows. 
 
    Then, I blinked, blinked again, and realized I was too hot. I frowned, tilting my head as I considered that. Hadn’t the smaller Shajoks said something—yes! I recalled hearing about an air-recycling unit. There were supposed to be controls for that. 
 
    I searched the space sled’s dash but couldn’t find a damn thing. Would I cook to death in this stupid suit? 
 
    “No,” I hissed in frustration. 
 
    I looked at my suited left arm, remembered, and slid a slot to see a row of blinking buttons. Biting my lower lip harder than before, I tapped a button, waited, tapped another, waited longer and finally recalled a little song one of the Shajoks had hummed to me to help me remember what to do in this instance. 
 
    I hummed the song, and I tapped four of the buttons in a certain sequence. 
 
    Something hummed on the suit. Seconds later, cool air blew against my sweaty skin. The air-recycling unit must have shut down before, and I’d just completed the restart sequence. 
 
    A few moments later, I felt so much better. I sucked on a tube, gulping water. I’d sweated enough to become thirsty. I hoped my exhaustion wouldn’t screw with my coming fight with Alvor. 
 
    Thoughts of the Krekelen started me scanning the ship’s hull in deadly earnest. I had to find the bastard now. I had to spot him before he spotted me. Could he have already entered the ship? 
 
    “Please, God,” I whispered. “Don’t let him do that.” 
 
    That helped to calm me down just a bit. 
 
    “Thanks, God,” I whispered. 
 
    I always wanted to be grateful to Him for answering. I mean, if no one ever thanked me, I wouldn’t answer his or her requests. Not that I was much of a praying man. When I did do it, though, I wanted to remember to thank Him for helping me. 
 
    I eyeballed the hull in greater earnest, doing it as if I was on combat patrol in Bhutan. 
 
    It was weird when you thought about it. We were two aliens that had come to Tynar, and we were fighting above the beautiful world for ancient technology that would possibly give one of our races the ability to travel directly through space. 
 
    Did that mean I planned to go into the Red Star Coralyne? 
 
    I froze as I saw him. “Bingo, you bastard.” Now, I might have a chance in stopping him. 
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    Parallel to the ship, my space sled glided a football field away from the hull of the Red Star Coralyne. 
 
    About midway on the hull on the Tynar side, Alvor was braking. His sled maneuvered backward, of course. It was too far for me to see exactly what the space-suited alien was doing. In truth, I could hardly make out the sled. The orange exhaust plume was allowing me the visual. 
 
    My mouth had gone dry, and my gut tightened for the umpteenth time. I glided in his general direction, which was good enough for the moment. I wouldn’t use any thrust for now, as I wanted to remain hidden. 
 
    As I watched, a large ship hatch began to dilate open. Alvor was going in. He must believe I’d overshot the ship and didn’t know how to stop in time. He’d called me a moron and a fool enough times; maybe he really believed it. The hubris of my enemy’s arrogance might be one of the only things going in my favor. 
 
    With foot pedals, I began to ease the sled lower toward the hull. The foot pedals released little hisses of air. Nearing the hull like this, I should be harder to spot. 
 
    I grimaced with determination. I was like a lion on the prowl, one without grass for concealment and lacking all teeth and claws. Otherwise, this was exactly as on the plains of Africa. In truth, my plan had seemed cleverer when I’d first thought about it. Now that I was actually doing it—I needed some kind of weapon, anything. 
 
    First making sure that I’d stabilized my descent—no, I hadn’t. For two minutes, I used the foot pedals to slow my sinking, off-kilter descent. Finally, I stabilized, using line-of-sight to make my judgment. 
 
    Next, I needed a weapon. 
 
    I unbuckled and searched everywhere. Like I’d said before, it was the size of a skiing boat on the lakes of North America. I opened compartments, slid back slots—I stared down at the oddest thing. It looked like a backpack but had thruster nozzles. 
 
    An emergency thruster-pack, I realized. 
 
    I pulled it out and strapped it on. I wasn’t going to do anything fancy with it. This was in case of an emergency where I was separated from the sled. 
 
    To that end, I took an emergency air tank, attaching it to my suit. Then, I detached my air hose from the sled and attached it to the tank. 
 
    Afterward, I continued to search and found another little thing. Experimenting with it—yup. This was a little laser unit. The laser beam was tiny no matter what I did. I imagined this was for repairs of various kinds. 
 
    I snorted. Here was my weapon. 
 
    For some insane reason, I began to hum the teapot song: Here is my handle, here is my spout. Here is my— 
 
    “Enough,” I said. 
 
    I suspected I was starting to go batty with fear and tension. This space battle stuff was so different because of distances—and because I didn’t have a grenade launcher like Alvor, and for a hundred other reasons, too. 
 
    “Head in the game, Bayard,” I said. 
 
    I’d come down halfway from the hull on the Tynar side. How much longer until I reached Alvor? Maybe too long. 
 
    I don’t think the Krekelen Traveler knew how to use his sled’s fancy trackers either. It really could have used two people on one sled to use everything properly. There was so much to do out here. 
 
    My earphones crackled, buzzed and then, “Bayard, can you hear me? Bayard, are you still alive? Have you made it easy for me to win?” 
 
    I didn’t answer of course. I would save that for just the right moment. I don’t think Alvor saw me. Maybe he just wanted to talk. 
 
    “This is an amazing feat, Bayard. I am Alvor the Sleek, and I will change the fate of our two races. You opposed me, and you fought hard. But you were no match for a superior Krekelen. We are the masters. We are the Chosen Ones.” 
 
    “Sure you are,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “This is your final opportunity—” Alvor quit speaking. Was that a good thing or bad? 
 
    My earphones crackled and buzzed again. “Very clever, Bayard, you are very clever indeed. I see you approaching. You have courage. My proximity sensors just pinged. Are you attempting to sneak up on me? Is that why you’re traveling so slowly?” 
 
    I shouted with rage, and that told me my tension had built up to an intolerable level. I shouted and cranked the throttle, baby, opening up as I increased velocity. 
 
    That almost did me in again, as I hadn’t reattached my restraints. Through sheer hand strength, I kept my seat. I managed to wriggle a suited arm through a looped restraint, making it easier to stay onboard. 
 
    I sledded down the hull, or so it seemed, as I aimed at Alvor the Bloody Sleek. 
 
    “You are a dead man,” Alvor said over the headphones. 
 
    I saw his SURPG shine whitely, and then I saw the streak of orange exhaust as the missile sped for me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and thought: Let it come. It won’t work this time, either. 
 
    I unhooked the laser unit and set it on high beam. That wasn’t much of anything, but I did it anyway, careful with it as I waited. 
 
    What was I thinking, you ask? Easy. Heat. This little laser gave off heat. Maybe the SURPG tracked heat signatures. 
 
    The grenade neared. I hurled the laser unit upward and leaned as low as I could behind the space shield. 
 
    Seconds passed. 
 
    The grenade went for the laser unit, and the warhead exploded. I saw a flash of something streak past me. Maybe it was pieces of shrapnel. It didn’t kill me, so— 
 
    “It just made me stronger,” I shouted, half-insane with the elation of combat and that I’d survived yet again. 
 
    I zeroed in on Alvor’s nearing sled. My velocity was terrific. Could I aim the sled correctly? 
 
    “Gonna find out, man,” I said. 
 
    “Bayard,” Alvor said over the headphones. “You are an unhinged creature. If you use your sled to destroy mine, neither of us will live. Let us work together instead. I swear to you—” 
 
    “Alvor,” I said, opening my comm-link with him. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. 
 
    “Screw yourself every which way you can.” 
 
    “What? That makes no sense.” 
 
    I could see him clearly, him and his sled. He was drifting toward the dilated opening into the sleeper ship. 
 
    “We can make a deal, Bayard. We can—” 
 
    “Deal with this,” I said, knowing it wasn’t clever at all. If I survived this, I’d have to work on my snappy sayings in the heat of battle. 
 
    Instead of worrying about that, I aligned my sled with his. 
 
    “Please, Bayard, don’t do this. Reconsider.” 
 
    I was waiting for something, and Alvor did not disappoint. At almost the last second, he punched it, a plume of exhaust showing and his sled jerking faster. 
 
    “Nice,” I said, adjusting my sled. Sweat slicked into my eyeballs. He grew in size almost faster than I could adjust. 
 
    I removed my arm from the restraint loop, gathered my space-booted feet under me and hung onto the handlebars, ready to adjust again if he did. 
 
    Alvor screamed over the headphones in a language I did not understand. It was probably his mother’s tongue, or his egg’s tongue. Maybe Krekelens hatched from eggs. I had no idea. 
 
    Part of me wanted to hang on to the very end. I mean, I was likely going to die anyway. If I made sure the Krekelen died, too, all the better. But you know what I found out: I wanted to live more than anything. I desperately wanted to live, and did not plan on— 
 
    I released the handlebars and jumped up as hard as I could. I left my space sled and sailed away from the sleeper ship’s hull. I watched, and my stomach flipped. 
 
    It looked like the space sled was going to miss. Maybe my jump had changed the sled’s trajectory. Ah, the bottom part of my sled caught something on the back of Alvor’s sled, and that caused both to jerk and spin wildly. 
 
    I happened to see Alvor in his spacesuit. The sucker twisted and twirled, hurled from his sled as he headed hard toward the hull. 
 
    I expected to see him slip into the opening. He almost did, but hey, we weren’t playing horseshoes or tossing hand grenades. He went splat against the hull, hitting it hard. His helmet popped off. I saw him flail for it. Then, the Krekelen went rigid. He was in the vacuum of space, and I imagine moisture fled from his eyeballs, nose slits and mouth. He quit twitching almost right away, as Alvor the Sleek died in space. 
 
    I laughed, and I pointed at him. Then, I sobered and realized— 
 
    I sighed. I was moving away from the sleeper ship and heading back toward Tynar. I wore a thruster-pack and air tank. I had no idea how much fuel the thruster had for maneuver. Heck, I didn’t even know how to use it. 
 
    But, like people used to say, Necessity was the mother of invention. It was time then for me to start inventing with a vengeance. 
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    Talk about your extremes: one moment, I was fighting for my life, for humanity’s fate against the Krekelens and possible life or non-life on Tynar, and then I’d won the greater battle. It was over. 
 
    I felt deflated. Yes. I was glad to be alive, for the moment, anyway. I was very glad to have defeated, to have beaten the life out of Alvor the so-called Sleek. Even so, there was the letdown of battle, the aftermath after the exhilaration of still being alive. It was a “so-what’s-next” sort of feeling. 
 
    Not that I needed to worry about a lack of excitement—it was doubtful I would live after my air tank ran out of oxygen. So, I had to figure out how to reach the anti-grav ball that had taken me into orbital space. Since it seemed next to impossible, I wasn’t getting too worked up about things just yet. 
 
    Maybe in a few minutes, maybe as many as ten minutes from now, I’d start worrying. Until then, I felt the deflation of sudden and complete victory over the enemy. Maybe it was more the release of heightened tension. 
 
    Anyway, the universe rotated because I did. Many things were matters of perspective. This was one of them. I saw Tynar slowly spin by and then the great sleeper ship of the deep. Every time the Red Star Coralyne came around, however, it was smaller than before. I drifted away from it and back toward Tynar. 
 
    The sleeper ship was still heading toward Tynar as well. I was just doing it faster. 
 
    I closed my eyes after a time. Alvor was dead. The sleeper ship still existed. The black toxin of death remained in the canisters that had lasted these three thousand years, give or take many hundreds. 
 
    “Not my problem anymore,” I said. 
 
    A smile appeared. I could feel it. “Who’s the moron now?” I asked quietly. 
 
    Okay, I said to myself. Jake Bayard fifty-one, Krekelens zero. 
 
    I don’t know that I’d slain fifty-one Krekelens. In my various encounters with them I’d killed Melchior, Charmalos and the other one, and however many I’d shot up in the tunnels those many months ago, and now old Alvor the Sleek. I’d beaten them every time. It was a good record. I was proud of it. If I failed to reach the anti-gravity ball, would the Krekelens get to chalk up my death as one of their kills? 
 
    A man thinks up the craziest ideas as he tumbles to Tynar after winning the day for the beings down there. Maybe I ought to see if could remain alive and return to good old Earth. 
 
    I wanted to tell McPherson my story and have her and Suvorov learn a few more facts about the enemy and about the Harmony of Planets. 
 
    I opened my eyes, witnessed blessed Tynar passing into view and then—I blinked several times and looked harder. Oh, there was the sleeper ship. The blackness of space and sheer distance was making it harder to observe it anymore. 
 
    Would I ever see the mighty vessel again? 
 
    “Enough,” I said aloud. I had to reengage right this instant if I hoped to get back down to Primary Base.  
 
    I cleared my throat, took another sip of water… I sucked harder, and realized I had drained the water container. 
 
    With a shrug, I realized that didn’t matter. I’d suffocate far sooner than die of dehydration. But I didn’t want to suffocate, didn’t want to die. 
 
    The first thing I did was figure out what to do to stop my rotating. That meant learning how to use my thruster pack. 
 
    It took time, trial and error, and wastage of precious fuel. Besides, how was I going to spot the little anti-grav ball? I’d have to remember what the smaller Shajoks had told me about that. 
 
    I scanned orbital space. I thought back to what the Shajoks had told me. I kept coming up with a blank on everything. 
 
    I noticed Tynar more, studying the present continent and ocean. That yellow area must be the Great Desolation. The planet hadn’t rotated much yet, as I hadn’t really been in space for long. Somewhere in the Great Desolation was Primary Base situated on its magnetic column. 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn’t figure out how I would find the drifting anti-grav ball. I needed the radar and other gadgets on the space sled. Should I try to return to the sleeper ship? 
 
    How would I break onto the ship? 
 
    I studied my space-suited arms and the interior helmet. I eventually remembered something. Using my chin, I moved a tiny lever inside the helmet. 
 
    That switched certain controls to a head up display, a HUD. I saw various dots before me— 
 
    Twisting my head, turning my chin, I stuck out my tongue and touched a control. That was for my helmet comm, I believe. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. 
 
    There was nothing in return. 
 
    I cleared my throat, studied the HUD. Right, I needed to touch that control. By contorting my head and tongue, I did so. 
 
    There was crackling in my headphones. 
 
    “Hello?” I said again. “This is Jake Bayard. Can anyone hear me?” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Jake Bayard is calling Primary Base. Is anyone listening?” 
 
    There was a faint sound in my headphones. 
 
    “Uh…is that someone trying to contact me? Can you hear me? I heard something, but not much.” 
 
    I waited, straining to hear— 
 
    “Bayard, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted. “I can hear you. Who is this?” 
 
    “Livi, this is Livi Buzbek.” 
 
    “Livi, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I just said I can.” 
 
    “Your voice is very faint. Where are you?” 
 
    “On Primary Base,” she said. “Where did you expect me to be?” 
 
    “Alvor is dead,” I said. Then I winced. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. Maybe I should have used my knowledge as a bargaining tool. I really didn’t know much about Livi or her real goals. 
 
    “You’re sure Alvor is dead?” Livi asked. 
 
    I’d already let the cat out of the bag. I might as well tell her the rest. 
 
    “Alvor crashed against the sleeper ship,” I said. 
 
    “You saw it?” 
 
    “I saw him die.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “The crash killed him,” I said. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Livi, I’m lost. I’m heading toward Tynar, but I have no idea how to find the anti-grav ball again. By the way, how is it you’re doing the talking?” 
 
    “Are you on the sled?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I have an emergency air tank and thruster-pack. But I’m not sure how much longer I can survive.” 
 
    There were a few seconds of pause, and then, “Thank you, Bayard, for your service to humanity, and to your service for the Shajoks. The Sultan sends you his praise.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. “But a rescue attempt sure would be appreciated.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that along,” Livi said. 
 
    “Is that it, then?” I asked. “Am I yesterday’s news?” 
 
    Livi didn’t answer, and the lack of a buzz in my headphones told me I no longer had a connection with Primary Base. 
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    I drifted in space above Tynar. I tried to call down again. No one bothered to answer. A bit later, I figured out how to see how much air I had remaining in the tank. Hey, look at that: I had four hours and thirteen more minutes of breathing. Wasn’t that a hoot? 
 
    In space, when you’re alone with nothing else to do, you have a ton of time to think. It wasn’t the kind of time I wanted, though. I thought about all the things I could have done better. 
 
    Maybe I should have tried for the sleeper ship instead of this. What good would that have done, though? Maybe some robot warrior would have stuck me with a sharp piece of steel. At least I would die in bed, in a manner of speaking. 
 
    I drifted. I studied the world below. I tried calling again, and nothing happened. 
 
    I checked the air tank and shivered with dread. I had two hours and twenty-one minutes of air left. 
 
    Where did time go at a moment like this? Why did time jump ahead so vilely? I had questions, questions, but so few answers. And for some reason, I felt horribly sleepy. 
 
    I decided it was time for a pep talk: “Look, Bayard, you’re going to die soon. You can sleep for the rest of eternity. Stay awake for a little longer.” 
 
    I searched and searched for sign of the anti-grav ball. If I could see it, I might at least attempt to maneuver to it. But no matter how much I strained to find the damned thing, it remained hidden. 
 
    I began to marvel that any Shajok had made it back to Primary Base. I really needed to have trained for months for this mission. I needed to have tested— 
 
    My headphones buzzed. 
 
    Immediately, I began to shiver and sweat. “Hello?” I shouted. 
 
    “Bayard?” That sounded like Livi. 
 
    “Yes, yes, it’s me. Are you guys going to help me? If so, you’d better hurry. I’m going to be out of air soon.” 
 
    “Hang onto your shorts,” Livi said. “You need to relax.” 
 
    “Relax?” I shouted, letting me know that I was wound tight. “How can I relax when I’m going to suffocate in an hour?” 
 
    “You’ll use up your air too soon if you keep that up,” Livi replied. “I need you to stay calm and keep broadcasting.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Are the Shajoks launching a missile at me? Are they trying to kill me?” 
 
    “You’re a paranoid Traveler, which is the right way to be. But for now, you need to trust me.” 
 
    “How about giving me a hint as to why,” I said. 
 
    “So I can pick you up, you idiot.” 
 
    “What? How? Are you out here in orbit?” 
 
    “Say that again,” Livi said. 
 
    I babbled. I was sick with the fear of dying out here while floating around. Then, I spied something odd. It looked like the exhaust from a space sled. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    “What’s wrong now?” Livi said. 
 
    “I’m hallucinating, seeing things. I want to live so badly I see a space sled up here with me.” 
 
    “Bayard.” 
 
    “What a way to end it,” I said. “Still, the view is fantastic. I guess I should be thankful for that.” 
 
    “Bayard.” 
 
    “Good-bye, Livi. You’re a gorgeous woman. I can tell you that now that it’s all over. You’re something of a pain in the butt, too. Anyway—” 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said, more sharply than before. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s me you see, my sled’s exhaust. I think I’ve pinpointed you on my radar. Can you do something to make yourself more visible?” 
 
    “You’re out here in orbital space?” 
 
    “Time is critical,” Livi said. “We have a long way to go and—” 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest because I started hooting and hollering like a madman. Maybe you think I ought to have maintained dignified control of myself. I didn’t, though, because I was so wonderfully delirious that I was going to live instead of choking to death for lack of air. 
 
    “I guess not then,” I heard Livi say. 
 
    “What? You’re not here?” That sobered me immediately. 
 
    “Bayard, get it together. Oh…” 
 
    “Now what?” I said. 
 
    “I think your air mixture must be screwed up. It’s affecting your brain, your thinking. Look, don’t do anything rash. You’re going to be okay, okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Roger that,” I said. That made sense, too. I hadn’t been acting myself ever since beating Alvor. I’d thought it had been the letdown of winning, but maybe Livi had a point. My air mixture was off. I was off my meds, in a way, off regular air. 
 
    I saw her space sled then as it glided toward me. It may have been the most glorious sight I’d ever seen. 
 
    I waited and tried to calm down. When I giggled suddenly, I knew Livi was right. Okay. I had to think of this as someone having drugged me. I slowed everything down and decided logic was the only way to do this. 
 
    That was harder than you might think. My brain was off. My sense of balance was gone, or awry. Could I even follow logic? 
 
    “Gonna try,” I said. 
 
    Afterward, I practiced the art of doing nothing. 
 
    The approaching sled rotated and squirted exhaust, more and then a bit more. It slowed, drifting so slowly toward me. 
 
    I wanted to yell and scream for Livi to hurry. I controlled it, logically telling myself that I would devour too much air that way. Relaxation was the way to go. 
 
    Finally, the exhaust showed once more, and the sled moved at an agonizing rate in my direction. 
 
    “I’ll use my thruster-pack,” I said. 
 
    “No!” Livi said sharply. “Just relax. I’ll do all this.” 
 
    “That’s what she said.” 
 
    There was a pause before Livi said, “Don’t say anything for a bit, okay?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    “That’s right,” Livi said. “You’re doing it right now. Thank you for keeping quiet.” 
 
    Finally, the sled nudged near me. Livi tossed a line, having to reel it in and toss again. At last, I gripped the line, and she pulled me to the space sled. 
 
    “Don’t hug me,” she said. 
 
    I’d opened my arms to do just that, planning to give her a crushing hug of thanks. Instead, I refrained and settled onto the sled. 
 
    “Let’s get you attached to some good air,” Livi said. “First, though, put on your restraints.” 
 
    I did, and she detached my hose from my air tank and reattached it to the sled’s supply. 
 
    “Is that better?” she asked. 
 
    “I dunno. I feel the same.” 
 
    “Maybe it will take a little while. I want you to relax. Don’t worry about anything. I’ll explain stuff in a little bit.” 
 
    “Okay. And thanks. I really, really appreciate this. You have no idea.” 
 
    “I might have a little. Now, let’s get going.” 
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    It turned out that I had no idea what Livi was doing or planning. I kept turning around and looking back as Tynar grew smaller. At first, I’d assumed it was the drugged air. Then, I realized my head hurt, but I didn’t feel quite so loopy and stupid anymore. Yes, I’d been out of it, mentally, and overly emotional, which was unlike me. 
 
    I was about to comment on that when— “What in the heck?” I said. 
 
    Behind Tynar, I saw a glimmering blue object. It was vast. Oh. It was the moon. But why was it blue? 
 
    “Livi,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you see the blue object behind Tynar?” 
 
    She twisted around to look. “Oh. That’s the gas giant, a Jovian planet. Tynar orbits it, although at a good distance.” 
 
    I recalled that the star Canopus had considerably expanded outward. We were in the star system’s original outer region. It seemed surprising I hadn’t seen the blue gas giant before this. I guess Tynar had been in the way the entire time, which showed yet again that I hadn’t been in space for very long. 
 
    “Are we heading for the sleeper ship?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are we leaving Tynar instead of heading back down to Primary Base?” 
 
    “You completed the mission,” Livi said. 
 
    “You mean stopping Alvor?” 
 
    “What else?” she asked. 
 
    “So…you’ve stranded Kez on Primary Base?” 
 
    “Kez can take care of himself.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on a minute,” I said. “If we’re not going back to the planet, what are we doing? Where are we headed?” 
 
    “You want to return to Earth, don’t you?” 
 
    “Livi…let’s forgo the twenty questions, huh? Just tell me the plan already.” 
 
    Livi sighed. “Look. I know this might be difficult for you, but you did what you needed to do on Tynar. That means it’s time to go home.” 
 
    “What about Kez? What about Psi-Master Chandler, the Shajoks and their ongoing war against the Paran?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Chandler,” Livi said. “He’s dead,” 
 
    “Uh…how do you know?” 
 
    “Because I stuck the knife in his back that killed him,” Livi said. “I waited to make sure he was dead, too.” 
 
    “Did Kez help you do that?” 
 
    “He did indeed,” she said. 
 
    “Did Kez know you were abandoning him when you launched for orbit?” 
 
    “Since Kez first fled on a sky-raft, I’d say he knew or didn’t give a damn. You can take your pick.” 
 
    “You need to slow down, eh? What in the heck happened while I was away?” 
 
    In the end, there wasn’t that much to tell. They’d searched for Chandler using a device Kez had acquired from the Chief Magus of Narag City. When they’d found him, Livi had stabbed Chandler from behind, using a force blade, she called it. After that, she’d slipped into the launch bay and stolen an anti-grav ball with space sled. It turned out she’d been recording the smaller Shajoks during my training sessions. She also knew more about space flight than I did, as she’d flown orbital vehicles before on different missions. Kez had fled from Primary Base, but not on the sky-raft, it turned out, but on a captured Paran sky-cycle. 
 
    “He knows he can’t cross the Great Desolation on the cycle,” Livi said. “But he figured he could get far enough that he can make it the rest of the way on foot. By the way, he told me to tell you good-bye, and that he enjoyed your company.” 
 
    “Kez wasn’t just a simple soul helping me,” I said. 
 
    “Far from it,” Livi said. “He was a Narag Isle agent, doing the bidding of its rulers.” 
 
    “And where are you from again?” 
 
    “Not Earth,” Livi said. 
 
    “From Mu?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Mu is a planet, though, right?” 
 
    Livi fell silent. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me?” I asked. 
 
    “We helped each other,” she said eventually. “I’m still helping you. Stopping Alvor was critical. It might have been better to get information about the sleeper ship. And speaking of…” 
 
    Livi asked me questions about what I’d seen while near the ship, and then she asked me more, probing for data. When I started to ask about the ancient Krekelens and their plans for the sleeper ship, she stopped talking. 
 
    “Livi,” I said, trying to sound logical. “We’re on the same side and—” 
 
    “Let me stop you there. We’re humans. I mean the people where I come from are human just like you. We don’t wish Earthmen ill, but we’re not exactly on the same side.” 
 
    “Can you explain that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t.” 
 
    “You mean you won’t.” 
 
    “Won’t works for me.” 
 
    “What about my father then?” I said. “I have questions about him.” 
 
    “Bayard…I’m sorry. I can’t help you regarding your father. This is a vicious game. Be glad you don’t know what’s really taking place. I can tell you this much. We’re all vying for survival. Maybe Earth will get a boost from what you’re doing. It’s the right thing for you to do.” 
 
    “You’re talking about my being a Traveler.” 
 
    “What else could I be talking about?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Is that why my father came to Earth, to give us Terrans Traveling blood again?” 
 
    Livi took her time answering. “Do you see that?” she asked, pointing into the distance, in the direction we traveled. 
 
    I looked over her shoulder, but couldn’t see anything. I looked back. Tynar and the blue gas giant had both become smaller. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said. “We can’t have enough fuel to do all this. How are we going to get back to Tynar?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it yet? Tynar doesn’t have a teleporter. The Shajoks wrecked all that when they bombed Narag Field. Tynar has been cut off from the rest of the worlds, or so most Travelers believe. I’m thinking Alvor knew about the secret place we’re heading. I’ll have hell to pay at home for letting you know, but I couldn’t just strand you here. I’m sure in the coming years I’ll come to regret this decision.” 
 
    I was frowning, ingesting the thought behind her words. “You’re saying there’s an obelisk somewhere else then?” 
 
    “Ah. So, you can think after all. How comforting to know that.” 
 
    “Where’s this obelisk?” I asked. 
 
    “Can’t you guess?” 
 
    I thought about the possibilities. “Is it on a moon?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s on a moon.” 
 
    “Do we have enough to fuel to get there?” 
 
    “The fuel isn’t the issue.” 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    “Our air.” 
 
    “But…why are we doing this, then?” 
 
    “Because above all else, I need to get home with the information I’ve discovered.” 
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    The trip to the moon took ten hours and sixteen minutes, leaving us with a margin of twenty-three minutes to get down to the surface. 
 
    The moon was small, more the size of Deimos of Mars than Luna of Earth. It was much closer to Tynar than our moon was to our planet. We would have had to sled for months at our present velocity if the moon had been farther out. 
 
    Livi took us down. Luckily, we didn’t have to worry about the moon’s gravity, as it was practically negligible. The most unusual thing about the moon were the many ziggurats, the obelisks, monoliths, terraces, pyramids— 
 
    “This reminds me of the Planet of the Dead,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Livi asked that too fast and with too much venom, and with too much interest. 
 
    It made me cautious. “Huh?” I said. 
 
    “The Planet of the Dead. You just said this place reminds you of that.” 
 
    “I don’t really mean reminds. I just meant, it looks a lot like the Planet of the Dead down there.” 
 
    Livi maneuvered the sled in silence, with the surface nearing and the monumental structures becoming more visible and distinct. There were a few craters on the tiny moon, making it surprising that any of the structures still stood. 
 
    “Bayard…” Livi said, falling silent after the single word. 
 
    Clearly, she didn’t like me having seen the Planet of the Dead. It troubled her for reasons I didn’t know. Was the place I called the Planet of the Dead the same as the one she was thinking about? It seemed doubtful, as I’d made up the term last time I’d Traveled. In any case, I needed to keep deflecting. 
 
    “Supposing I get home,” I said. “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    “Maybe my helping you is a mistake,” Livi said thoughtfully. 
 
    “No. We’re humans. I may not know all the ins and outs about the Great Game, but humans have to stick together. You know it’s true. You as much as said it yourself.” 
 
    “Are you a Pan-Humanist then?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard the term before, so I have no idea.” 
 
    Livi hunched her shoulders as if concentrating, and the sled began to rotate so soon we headed down butt first. “Forget I said that,” she told me. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, determined now to find out what Pan-Humanist meant in this greater world of Traveling. I had a lot to tell McPherson. 
 
    Then another dab of caution rose in my mind. Was Livi really helping me get to Earth? Or was she trying to capture me, forcing me to go to her world? Maybe her people would never let me Travel again. Maybe the real reason she’d picked me up was to make sure I remained a prisoner on her planet for the rest of my life. 
 
    I’d have to play this accordingly, and I began to study our destination in earnest. The place indeed reminded me of the Planet of the Dead. The number of structures was fewer, however, as I could see their end. Oh. It was a circular area of them. That was interesting. 
 
    “Livi,” I said. “Why did they build the structures on the moon instead of Tynar? And how was it that the ancient Krekelens didn’t know about them? If the Shajoks bombed Narag Field, they should have taken care of this place, too.” 
 
    “All valid points,” Livi said quietly. 
 
    I didn’t like this change in her demeanor. She seemed to be thinking deeply, likely a bad thing for me. 
 
    As if to confirm the worst, she asked, “How would you like to visit my planet?” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” I said, putting real enthusiasm into my voice. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I can go home to Earth afterward, right?” If I didn’t ask that, she’d likely become suspicious. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “It’s settled then.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, sounding more cheerful. “You’re going to love it there.” 
 
    “I believe it.” 
 
    We’d slowed considerably and sailed serenely over the mighty panorama of structures. I noticed markings around certain pyramids, ziggurats, obelisks and other structures. They must be thousands of years old. Maybe I should go with Livi to her planet. I might learn so much. 
 
    I opened my mouth, wanting to ask if she really planned to intern me there for the rest of my life. Something stopped me, though. 
 
    Livi began to make what seemed like the final approach, sinking us toward a tall obelisk. It had a red capstone or pyramidion. If I returned to Earth, I’d likely have to deal with the small Ophidians there. It would be cold in the tunnels and colder on the surface. How would I deal with the snakelike aliens and their U.S. Army personnel? 
 
    “Livi,” I said. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I almost asked about the small Ophidians. At the last second, I realized it would be a dead giveaway. How would I deal with them, though? I had no idea. Going to Livi’s planet seemed wiser all the time. If I did that, though, I’d likely never see McPherson again. I’d never surf in Hawaii. I’d never see my hometown of Turlock. 
 
    Didn’t I owe something to McPherson, to her group fighting the Krekelens? Could I run out on my planet just like that? I’d been a Marine. I knew about duty. No. I couldn’t run out on my people. I was part of something greater, no matter how tenuous that part was right now. 
 
    The obelisk and other monuments were close, less than a hundred yards down from us. 
 
    “Thanks for all your help, Livi.” 
 
    “We work well together,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll never forget you.” 
 
    She stiffened and began to turn around. 
 
    I already had my feet on one side of the sled. I detached my air-hose and crimped the end with my gloved hand lest I lose air from it. I used my free arm and shoved hard toward the obelisk. I left the space sled and floated toward the red pyramidion. 
 
    “What are you doing, Bayard?” 
 
    “I’m going home.” I heard the resolve in my voice. 
 
    “Stop,” Livi said. “You don’t realize—” 
 
    I used my tongue to cut the comm-connection with her. Now, I spoke aloud, assuming the pyramidion could hear me. 
 
    “Hey, pyramidion,” I said. “This Jake Bayard the Traveler. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my faceplate, I saw the space sled expel exhaust. Livi seemed to be swinging around, and she had a raygun out, aimed at me. 
 
    I almost reconnected the comm. Instead, I waved to her, and made a motion with my hand as if blowing her a kiss. I hoped that helped. 
 
    I hear you, Traveler, the pyramidion said in my head. You are Jake Bayard. I recognize your genetic profile. 
 
    “Send me to Earth, if you know where that is.” 
 
    Do you mean Sol III? it asked. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s it.” 
 
    Livi still aimed her raygun at me. I waved a last time. Then, I looked down. If she burned me, she burned me. 
 
    The capstone on the obelisk glowed red as it prepared to teleport me home. Then, a red ray flashed from the pyramidion to me. 
 
    I looked at a gloved hand as it began to fade and stretch. At the same time, a harsh white light beamed, hitting my fading form. I looked at my chest. The harsh ray beamed into it. I turned, and I saw the laser flash behind me as if it had gone through without pause. 
 
    Had Livi fired at the end so she could honestly tell her superiors she’d tried to stop me? Or at the last second had she changed her mind about me, tried to kill me for real? Likely, I’d never know the answer. 
 
    My entire being stretched toward the red pyramidion. Then, the thing redirected me, and I felt myself flash toward distant Earth a mere 310 light-years away. 
 
    I was going home—to face little Ophidian critters in the most inhospitable place on Earth. 
 
    That was my last coherent thought in the Canopus System. 
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    I awoke surrounded by a red haze. The haze or mist was sucked upward into funnels. I fell several inches, grunting as my body struck stone. 
 
    Had I reached Earth or some other destination? Could Livi Buzbek have been able to reroute me at the last second? At this point, I didn’t know. 
 
    One difference from landing on Tynar was that I arrived with my clothes and spacesuit. There must have been a reason for the differences, but I didn’t understand what they were. 
 
    I departed the small chamber easily enough and found myself in a pitch-black place. That was a good sign I’d made it to the ziggurat in subterranean Antarctica. 
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief and twisted off the helmet, as the suit wasn’t working anymore, the crossing of a possible 310 light-years having shorted it. I felt gloriously alive even though I was sad that I might never see Livi again. I shrugged and chuckled. Maybe I would see her again. I just needed to go Traveling, and would bump into her eventually. 
 
    I stopped walking as I remembered that the step-pyramid had a long drop from the top. 
 
    “Head in the game, Bayard,” I said softly. 
 
    I might well be in subterranean Antarctica, but I still had a host of problems, chief of which were the small Ophidians and the possibly hypnotized U.S. Army personnel helping the aliens. The Ophidians had been chasing us the last I knew. Did the alien critters know about this place, the receiving station for Travelers? I shook my head. I had no idea what they knew. I should assume the worst, though, if I wanted to survive. 
 
    From on my belly, I began to search, soon finding the steep stairs leading down. Carefully, on my hands and knees and while going backward, I climbed down the stone steps, eventually reaching the bottom. 
 
    I walked slowly, and soon bumped against the stasis units or metal tubes from last time. I knelt and checked one. It was open. 
 
    My stomach twisted. Krekelens and psi-masters had once been in these tubes. I’d killed most of them. It was too bad I hadn’t gotten Alvor and Chandler that day as well. 
 
    “Keep moving,” I whispered. 
 
    I did, trying to orient myself in the darkness. 
 
    Through time, and trial and error, I found an arch and a corridor. I was still feeling strong thanks to the infusion of energy I received each time Traveling. With the renewed strength, I began walking through the pitch-black tunnel, with one gloved hand trailing on a wall. Without weapons, I kept wondering how I could defeat any Ophidians. 
 
    Despite everything, it was mentally challenging going from a space sled in the Canopus System to being on Earth in the Antarctic tunnels. I hoped Livi made it back to her world. I hoped Kez made it back to Narag Isle and to his beach. I would have liked to say good-bye to the brave beach watcher. 
 
    Earth, I was back on Earth in Antarctica in winter without a parka, gun or even knife. I had to slip away from the South Pole and try to find McPherson again. 
 
    I didn’t feel cold yet, but I had to find something, anything to give me a fighting chance against the small Ophidians. 
 
    In lieu of doing nothing, I trudged through the subterranean realm, thinking of Narag Isle and how similar their tunnels were to these. Did that indicate a similar origin? Did it mean something or nothing, merely being a coincidence? 
 
    I felt a rise in the tunnel, and after a time, cold began to seep into my limbs. That was even with all this walking to heat me up. 
 
    I’d been trying to rally my memories of my time here instead of lingering on my adventure on Tynar. I wouldn’t have to worry about Shajoks or Paran kamikaze riders or even pirates in their sailing ships. Little Ophidians with dart guns, however— 
 
    I heard a noise ahead, and immediately stopped. I cocked my head, straining to hear more. Yes. There was…talking. I heard talking. It was…I took several slow steps toward the speech. The talking ceased. I considered that, and continued to move slowly and stealthily just the same. 
 
    Abruptly, the talking renewed. It was English; I understood it. It was two or three men complaining about a lack of food and the stupidity of being down here. When were the others returning to tell them what to do next? 
 
    I thought about that as I continued to advance. As I turned a corner, I spied a glimmer of illumination ahead. The light flickered. Did it come from a flame? 
 
    I continued moving quietly, and the talking ceased once more. As I neared another corner, the talking resumed. The walls didn’t show anything but for granite. It was definitely colder up here than down in the ziggurat chamber. 
 
    “I hope they come back soon,” a man said from around another corner. 
 
    “And bring us something to eat. I think the captain said we’re almost out of supplies.” 
 
    If I turned the corner and confronted them, and they were soldiers, they might open fire. Maybe the better idea would be to… 
 
    “Hello,” I called. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Once more, the talking stopped, and I heard the sounds of weapons being readied. 
 
    “I’m one man,” I shouted. “I’m unarmed and I’m coming around the corner.” 
 
    I raised my arms. Then, I stepped around the stone tunnel into a larger junction area. Two U.S. Army soldiers in parkas stood behind a barrel. The flickering illumination came from it. Each man wore a woolen hat and aimed an assault rifle at me. By their insignia, one was a corporal and the other a private. Both looked scared and were unkempt with shaggy facial hair. 
 
    “Who are you?” the corporal said, “a lost spaceman?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I’m lost, and I’ve been in space.” 
 
    The two exchanged glances with each other. 
 
    “Were you with the others?” the corporal asked. 
 
    “Care to be more specific?” I said. 
 
    The corporal raised a hand to show the height of a four-foot being, an Ophidian, I realized. He must mean the small Ophidians when he said others. 
 
    I realized something else. If this guy spoke about the Ophidians like this…he must have been one of the people hypnotized by Psi-Master Chandler. But Chandler was long gone to Tynar—dead now, according to Livi. Could the people Chandler had controlled in Antarctica be coming out of it? In other words, how long did a controlled person stay that way? It seemed as if there was a shelf life to being hypnotized by a psi-master. 
 
    “Where did the others go?” I asked. 
 
    The corporal put his free hand back on the rifle. “Who are you?” he snapped. 
 
    I forced myself to laugh. “Look at my spacesuit. Where do you think I’ve been? That ought to tell you who I am.” 
 
    The private mumbled something to the corporal. The corporal squinted at me, and it seemed as if his trigger finger was tightening. 
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to say anything,” I said as calmly as I could. “But yes, I’ve been with them?” 
 
    “The others?” he asked. 
 
    “The others,” I agreed. 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    Taking my cue from his former questions, I pointed a finger up. 
 
    “Damn,” the corporal breathed, as he lowered the rifle. “I knew it. The others are gone, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know before the captain does?” I asked. 
 
    Once more, the private mumbled something to the corporal. 
 
    The corporal nodded. “Come on,” he told me. “I’m going to bring you in.” He turned to the private. “Maybe we can grab some chow back at base.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the private said. 
 
    I started toward them, wondering what had been happening here since I’d fled to Tynar. 
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    We left the stone corridors, entering icy tunnels. I began to shiver as the cold increased. Fortunately, the private had an extra woolen hat, mittens and scarf. That might not sound like much, but it was. The spacesuit was actually pretty good for keeping the body warm once the hand and neck areas were plugged. 
 
    I made it to an icy cavern, which had plastic lining on the ceiling and walls, and had the same kind of portable heaters that I’d seen when Chandler had me on a table, feeding me hallucinations. 
 
    I counted sixteen people, everyone wearing parkas and woolen hats and mittens and heavy boots. There were crates everywhere, some with pillows and blankets on top and others with stacked ration packets. There were some running computers and other tech gizmos, and orange extension cords snaking everywhere. I also heard a purring generator and smelled diesel fuel. 
 
    The private remained behind me, poking the barrel of the rifle against my back. The corporal spoke to one tough-looking man, and then another. 
 
    Finally, a short compact man with hard features and a nametag reading “Fuller” climbed out of the only real chair, with a pistol in his ungloved hand. He had a wide face, a nose that had been broken more than once and steely gray eyes. There was something odd about the eyes, something abnormal. 
 
    “Captain,” the corporal said. “I found the spaceman wandering the stone tunnels. He claimed he went up to space with the…the others. I thought you’d want to interrogate him about that.” 
 
    The captain nodded, eyeing me, but he said to the corporal, “Grab one ration for the two of you. Then head back to your post.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the corporal said. “I, ah—” 
 
    The captain’s head swiveled so he stared at the corporal. 
 
    The corporal gulped nervously. “Yes, sir. We’re on our way.” He hurried to the ration crate. 
 
    The captain nodded before continuing to stare at me. “You went into space?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Did you go with the others?” 
 
    I nodded once more. 
 
    “You’re lying,” he said, raising the handgun so it aimed at my head. 
 
    “Uh…why would I lie?” 
 
    “I don’t care why. I just know you are. I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    As calmly as I could, I said, “You’ll never survive your assignment if you do that.” 
 
    The abnormal gaze bored into me, and the hand holding the pistol didn’t waver. Abruptly, he lowered the weapon. “Come with me,” he said. 
 
    He headed back to his chair, plopping into it. He considered the pistol before shoving it into its holster, clicking the flap closed. 
 
    “Sit,” he said. 
 
    I planted my butt on a crate, which, because of my size, fit just right so my space-suited feet touched the floor. 
 
    “Why are you wearing that?” he asked, pointing at the spacesuit. 
 
    “Because I’ve just come from space,” I said. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Not with the others, though,” I said. “I was elsewhere.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Captain, may I ask you something?” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    I nodded. “I used a machine in the lower depths. The machine caught me after I’d teleported into space.” 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s it.” 
 
    “The machine sent you into space?” 
 
    “No. I was in space and an alien machine on a small moon teleported me to another machine in subterranean Antarctica.” 
 
    He considered that, eventually asking, “Why say it like that?” 
 
    “It may sound strange to you, but it is the truth.” 
 
    He grunted. “If you were in space, why didn’t you contact the others?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t see them. They were out of range.” 
 
    “You told the corporal you did.” 
 
    “He was going to shoot me otherwise. I had to say something.” 
 
    The captain grunted again. “I might shoot you if you don’t start making sense.” 
 
    “Look, sir, that isn’t your problem.” 
 
    He jumped up, and his weapon was in his hand again, aimed at my center mass. 
 
    “Captain Fuller, you’re running out of food,” I said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re running out of diesel for your generators, too. What happens then? You all die, right?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I can help you stay alive,” I said. 
 
    After another second, he holstered the handgun, and sat again. 
 
    “When you say the others,” I began, “you mean the little guys that look like upright lizard men, right?” 
 
    The captain’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Even though this is obvious,” I said, “you might not realize it. They’re aliens.” 
 
    He turned his head, looking away. 
 
    “A person called a psi-master did something to your mind, to all your minds. The psi-master is dead—” 
 
    “How do you know that?” he asked, while still looking away. 
 
    “A friend of mine killed the psi-master.” 
 
    The captain reached up and rubbed the side of his head. He grunted, and his eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “The suggestions the psi-master put into your mind will keep fading,” I said. “You’re regaining your independent will.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “I suspect there are things you still can’t do. Things you want to do. I can help you with that.” 
 
    “Help us how?” 
 
    “For one thing,” I said, “I can help you find more fuel. Maybe I can help you scrounge more food, too.” 
 
    “How?” he said. 
 
    “Will you let me search for food and diesel?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Uh…topside,” I said. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “No one goes up.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to let yourself die by staying down here?” 
 
    His face took on a mulish cast. “The others will return. They’ll make sure we survive.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    He stared at me, and he frowned, and began to massage his forehead. 
 
    “You don’t really believe that,” I said. 
 
    He stared me with greater intensity. 
 
    “I have an idea. Let me eat a ration. Then, loan me a parka and let’s walk as far as we’re allowed to go.” 
 
    “You plan to jump me when we’re alone?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “I want to see where we can and can’t go. Then, I can start looking for extra fuel in the places we can go. Hey, you can always bring a couple guards along.” 
 
    “There is no more fuel or food. Unless the others return, we’re all going to die.” 
 
    “Do you want to die?” I asked. 
 
    Fuller stared at the floor. 
 
    “You want to live,” I said. “I can help you live.” 
 
    He looked at me with a searching stare. 
 
    “We can all live,” I said. “Think about it. We can stay warm for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “I want to live,” he said in a husky voice. 
 
    “I know you do. You’re a good officer. You want your people to survive the mission. This is an important mission, and you’re doing great. I expect the President himself will pin a medal onto your chest.” 
 
    “The President?” he whispered. 
 
    “Likely the Medal of Honor,” I said. “First, though, you have to keep your people alive. As a good captain that is exactly what you will do.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead once more, my power of suggestion helping to deflate what Chandler had done to him…however long ago it had been. 
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    Captain Fuller ran the twenty-eight people down here in the ice. Most of them seemed indifferent and dull, simply waiting for the “others,” as they called the small Ophidians, to return. 
 
    It took a day hanging out with Fuller before he told me what he’d seen. He stayed with me the entire time, the strange look in his gray eyes dissipating with every hour that passed. 
 
    The others—the ones I called the small Ophidians—had been constructing a spaceship. They’d used Fuller’s people for the grunt work. The others had then used advanced procedures to fix the various pieces together. 
 
    When I asked where the others had gotten the stuff, Fuller brought me lower to a collapsed granite tunnel. 
 
    “What happened to cause this?” I asked. 
 
    “Earthquake,” Fuller said. 
 
    “An earthquake in Antarctica?” I asked. 
 
    “When the other took their test run, the earthquake brought down the tunnel.” 
 
    “You mean preset explosions went off.” 
 
    “No, it was an earthquake.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what you’re supposed to think. Can you show me where the others launched from?” 
 
    Fuller didn’t answer for half a day. Finally, though, he took me to a place in the ice. It had a monstrous crater that showed the cold, starry sky. 
 
    We shivered looking up. 
 
    I checked the bottom of the “blast crater.” There were no signs of a blast-off, no slagged material of any kind. “They really launched from here?” I asked. 
 
    “The vessel floated up,” Fuller said. 
 
    I thought about my launch from Primary Base in the anti-gravity ball via a railgun launcher. 
 
    “How many others were in the spaceship?” I asked. 
 
    Fuller shrugged. 
 
    “What did the spaceship look like?” 
 
    Fuller thought about it, eventually making a line drawing in icy particles. It was a saucer, a flying saucer. 
 
    I recalled seeing images or cave paintings with flying saucers beaming pyramids. In the same painting, men with lances had ridden mammoths and T-Rexes. Could the small Ophidians have been piloting those particular saucers? Had the small Ophidians once reached Earth in them? Or had the saucer been a shuttle between a mothership and Earth? I had other questions, too. Had Alvor and Chandler known all that? Had someone captured the small Ophidians long ago and interned them into stasis tubes perhaps? Had Alvor and Chandler released the reptilian creatures during their time here? 
 
    One thing seemed clear. “The others aren’t coming back here anytime soon,” I said. 
 
    Captain Fuller groaned, hunching his head, rubbing it. “We have to go down,” he said. “We shouldn’t be up here.” 
 
    “Wait a second.” 
 
    Fuller shook his head violently. “Come on. We must go back down and wait for the others.” He turned to go. 
 
    I tackled him, pinning him on the icy floor. He flailed and struggled and tried to pull out his gun. I pinned his arms and sat on his chest. 
 
    “No!” he howled. “This is wrong. We must go down. Orders,” he said. “I have my orders.” 
 
    “We’re waiting here,” I said. 
 
    And we did, for two hours. Fuller sobbed. He raved and finally he calmed down. I took his sidearm and knife. And at the end of the two hours, I released him. 
 
    He looked like crap, and he glowered at me. 
 
    “Well?” I said. “What’s it going to be?” 
 
    He swallowed several times, and he panted for longer. “I…I want to go up and look around. What about you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go take a look-see.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was bitterly cold as we used ice axes to fashion stairs of sorts around the launch area wall. We had to retreat, get warm, eat and then come up to pick more. In the end, it took us thirty-five hours from our initial decision. Fuller’s people left him alone. During that time, he regained more of himself and began to confide in me. 
 
    He couldn’t remember coming to Antarctica. He did remember Chandler, however, describing him in detail. Fuller didn’t remember using the anti-aircraft laser, but he’d seen the others—I convinced him to call them Ophidians like I did. He’d seen Ophidians use the anti-air laser, and he’d seen the one sky-raft with its anti-grav pods. 
 
    Up top, we searched. Two street posts with lights still worked. There was nothing else, though, no semi-portable laser, no nothing but small pieces of broken metal lying around. 
 
    We went up and down the ice stairs three separate times. We found nothing more, although Fuller regained more of his mental integrity. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for those staying below. They continued to wait for the others to save them. We didn’t dare tell them we’d been up top, as they might shoot us for disobeying orders. 
 
    From that point on, Fuller and I began searching for anything to use as a radio. 
 
    The rations dwindled rapidly. The amount of diesel remaining fell. Soon, we were down to three more days supply of each. Rationing the rations was out of the question. Without enough food, we’d all die in this cold. 
 
    That night, Fuller brought me into a new chamber. He was excited, as he’d found a long-distance radio. 
 
    With it, we made contact with Chilean military people stationed in the Chilean Antarctic Territory. Fortunately, they had an English speaker on hand. 
 
    Captain Fuller requested a rescue, giving the man our exact location.  
 
    “You are requesting help from Chile?” the speaker said. 
 
    “Yes,” Fuller said. 
 
    “I’m checking. Ah. Chilean military personnel are forbidden to enter that area.” 
 
    “We’re going to die unless you do.” 
 
    “I see. Well…we could pass the request on to someone else.” 
 
    “Fine,” Fuller said. “Who are you going to ask?” 
 
    “That is privileged information,” the English-speaking operator said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Fuller. 
 
    In reply, a harsh static sound came out of the receiver. 
 
    Fuller looked up at me. 
 
    “Someone has started jamming us,” I said. 
 
    Fuller blinked several times. “That can’t be good.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t think it is.” 
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    Our enemy, whoever they were, must have thought this through. 
 
    Two and a half days after the jamming began, a big cargo plane appeared overhead. Flares dropped and chutes opened, and the ice was illuminated, including the huge hole in the ice the small Ophidians had used to float-launch their flying saucer. 
 
    The cargo plane circled our rocky area twice and then left. 
 
    Fuller and I retreated below, and we came back up with eight people. Those were all the ones we’d been able to rehabilitate so far. We all wore extra gear and were armed for World War III. 
 
    We waited for an hour, and then retreated and warmed up before resuming our former positions. We had built a big igloo, in case you’re wondering, and used a portable heater to keep the worst of the winter-dark Antarctic chill at bay. 
 
    “There,” Fuller said, as he lay on the ice with his night-vision binoculars aimed outward. “I see seven enemy operatives on skis.” 
 
    He passed his night-vision binoculars to me. Aiming where Fuller had looked, I saw them: seven white-clad men with military gear, using cross-country skis. 
 
    I lowered the binoculars. 
 
    “Do you recognize them?” Fuller asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “They must be Delta or SEALs,” he said. 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Krekelen operatives,” I said. 
 
    “More of your myths?” Fuller said with a sneer. 
 
    “If they were Delta or SEALs, they would have contacted us first.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “Fuller—” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I can’t agree to your plan.” 
 
    “Send someone out to meet them then,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Fuller—” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’ll do this.” 
 
    I shook my head, hating his stubbornness. 
 
    He got up and collected what he needed. 
 
    “At least wait until they’re almost here,” I said. 
 
    Fuller looked at me, finally nodding. 
 
    We waited another half hour until the silent skiers approached the great hole and our igloo. 
 
    Captain Fuller got up again, and he walked out of our pocket of semi-warmth and headed toward the seven operatives. 
 
    How do you convince a man who refuses to believe the truth because the truth was too strange? 
 
    “Watch what happens,” I told Corporal Hopkins, the man I’d first met at the heated barrel. 
 
    Hopkins watched with the night-vision binoculars. 
 
    The rest of us strained with our eyes. 
 
    Fuller called out to them. The seven stopped. Maybe one of the seven called out to Fuller. I don’t know what Fuller said in reply. 
 
    Hopkins cried out with fury, turning to the rest of us. “They just shot him down.” 
 
    “Yup. I tried to tell Fuller. These guys aren’t our friends.” I hadn’t seen any flashes to indicate rifle fire. Maybe they had suppressors. 
 
    I picked up the night-vision binoculars and found the seven. They skied with rifles and thick suppressors. I focused on their faces. They all wore masks against the cold. They looked human enough. Their actions had been inhuman, though. 
 
    “Ready,” I said quietly. 
 
    Our igloo was excellent cover. Fuller and I had seen to that when we’d built it. 
 
    “On the count of three,” I said. 
 
    The soldiers with me aimed their assault rifles. 
 
    “One, two, three,” I said. 
 
    Even in the starry night, we could see them well. All of us opened up on rock and roll. 
 
    The seven must have had body armor. Fortunately for us, our massed fire mowed all seven down in short order. 
 
    By then, I was already out of the igloo, running hard. I reached the seven lying there, and I saw two of them begin to stir. 
 
    I put a bullet into each one’s head. I took off a glove and felt those two. Each was hot-skinned like a Krekelen. 
 
    I touched the others. They were human. And dead. 
 
    Would scouts or lookouts be watching the seven? I expected so. 
 
    “Come on,” I shouted. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    None of the others at the igloo joined me. 
 
    Indecision struck then. What was the right thing to do? I owed the people back there. None of them was following me, though. If I waited with them, my chance would pass. 
 
    With a sudden curse, I began to strip one of the seven. I pulled off his boots, putting them on. I put on the skis, took his suppressed rifle, some grenades and explosives I found on him, and shouted at those in the igloo one more time. 
 
    The place actually looked deserted. Had they run away, back to the tunnels? 
 
    I shed my parka and put on one of theirs. It seemed to be power-heated, the only way the humans had been able to survive the extreme cold. 
 
    Using a flashlight on low setting, I followed the ski tracks. I had a feeling the plane had landed out of sight in order to surprise us. 
 
    It was tough going, as I was an indifferent cross-country skier. I hadn’t taken any of the enemy’s comm gear, as I figured whoever was on the plane could track it. 
 
    This was an obvious long shot. As I skied, I waited for a bullet in the back from a lookout. None came, though. Maybe the Krekelens had been arrogant, thinking they didn’t need lookouts. 
 
    What went on in a shape-shifter’s brain anyway? 
 
    After several miles, my lungs aching from the cold I breathed—I’d taken one of the masks, too. It had a warmed mouthpiece. Even so, my lungs hurt from the awful cold. Fortunately, I soon spied a C-130H on the ground. It had skis instead of wheels. What a freaking workhorse these 130s were. 
 
    Could I fly one myself if I needed? That seemed doubtful. Would a Krekelen fly for me if I pressed a gun against his head? 
 
    It was time to find out. 
 
    I headed for the landed plane, expecting a challenge. Incredibly, none came. 
 
    Finally, I skied beside it, and I saw that the airstair was up and the door closed. How could I get that airstair to come down again for me? 
 
    I noticed a tracked vehicle on the ground. I skied to it, looking at it, eventually opening an unlocked door. 
 
    What do you know? There was a key in the ignition. I took off the skis, climbed into the snow-cat, shut the door and turned the thing on so it purred into life. With the click of a switch, I turned on the heater. The blessed warmth felt so good. I never wanted to ski in winter near the South Pole again, not even with this advanced winter gear. 
 
    I turned on the headlights. Then, I opened the passenger-side door and slipped out on the side hidden from anyone in the plane. 
 
    I didn’t have long to wait. The airstair started to move. Once it was in place, two people hurried down. 
 
    When they came close to investigate, I shot each of them in the head. I ran at the airstair and activated a bundle of explosives. With a heave, I hurled the bundle at the open door. 
 
    Then, I turned and sprinted for the snow-cat, jumped in and started the treads clanking as fast as they would go. 
 
    Each ticking second seemed like a lifetime. I looked back— 
 
    The C-130 erupted with an explosion. It would never take off now. More explosions occurred, tossing parts of the cargo plane into the air. 
 
    Grinning like a fiend, I drove as fast as I could. I had no idea what kind of range this little thing had, but I knew I was going to try to find out. I headed north as the plane behind me burned. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -50- 
 
      
 
    My thinking was simple. I had to get out of here. Would air strikes follow? Would more special forces attack? Perhaps McPherson’s group would get in on the action and take potshots at me. 
 
    I felt bad about the rest of the U.S. Army people with the psi-master conditioning. They could have joined me, though. Because they mentally could not, did that meant I had to remain and die with them? 
 
    I figured the only way I could save their lives was by getting to McPherson and have her convince her people to go in and rescue them instead of murdering them. 
 
    Every time I turned on the radio, I heard harsh jamming. 
 
    It seemed to me that the two sides were making sure the other couldn’t use whatever was down there. The Ophidians had gotten away in their flying saucer. Would they come down again? Or were the small Ophidians looking for a larger mothership hidden in the Solar System? 
 
    After what I’d gone through and seen in the Canopus System, I considered such a thing a possibility. 
 
    The key point, though, to me, was that I had to get my experiences to McPherson so she could pass it along no matter what happened to me. I’d learned so much about the former Harmony of Planets. For one thing, there was a completely different group of humans fighting the Krekelens. Whose side did the small Ophidians wish to join, or were they their own separate group? 
 
    These were some of my thoughts as I drove the snow-cat. 
 
    I kept at it for hours, my eyelids drooping. I stopped, took care of business and searched the compartments. There was food and pills. I studied the pills and determined they were stimulants before I started traveling again. 
 
    I took a pill when I reached the point of exhaustion. As expected, the pill kept me going. 
 
    I remained at the wheel, driving across the endless expanse of snow and ice under the brittle stars. 
 
    The fuel—it wasn’t diesel, gas or electricity—I don’t know what it was. The snow-cat churned for hour upon hour, though. 
 
    When exhaustion struck again, I took another pill. 
 
    The third time I did that, I had to take two pills. I was reeling in my seat. I think I’d gotten dehydrated. I drank water like crazy. I was thirsty beyond anything I’d known. I had to stop more often to piss, and it only came out in a trickle. 
 
    I know, TMI, Too Much Information, for those of you who are wondering. 
 
    I think I was several days out from my beginning, maybe four days. Could it be five? I was having trouble concentrating, and it was hard to tell in this enteral darkness. 
 
    I drank snow-melted water from a bottle and…I frowned and touched the bottom of my nose. My hand came away red. 
 
    My head jerked back. I touched the bottom of my nose again—“No!” I shouted. 
 
    I braked, slammed my head back and stuffed my nostrils with TP. I sat like that— 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next thing I knew, I heard knocking. With a start, I sat up and jerked my head to the side, staring at someone outside the snow-cat, rapping against the window with a gloved hand. 
 
    I grabbed the pistol beside me. 
 
    “Bayard,” a woman shouted. She pulled down her scarfs. It was Colonel McPherson in the flesh. 
 
    I stared at her in stupefaction. Finally, I let go of the automatic and opened the door. 
 
    McPherson jumped off, landing in snow. There were several Chinook helicopters nearby with intensely bright lights illuminating us. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I said, white mist spewing from my mouth. 
 
    “We finally received part of your message to the Chileans,” McPherson said. “We learned about a secret assault by Krekelens. At least, we think they hit the South Pole base.” 
 
    “They tried,” I said. 
 
    “And failed?” she asked. 
 
    “We killed them all,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “McPherson, are your people going to kill me?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “No bullshit?” I said. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked. “You don’t sound like yourself.” 
 
    “A lot happened. I tried to go to Saddoth, but I ended up at Tynar instead.” 
 
    She gave me a confused look. 
 
    “The Canopus Star System,” I said. “It’s 310 light-years away. But that’s not important right now. There are U.S. Army personnel at the base, or part of the base attached to the old base from last time we were here. Ophidians escaped in a flying saucer they built there.” 
 
    “Stop,” McPherson said. “Save it. You’re on the level with all this?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “With what you’ve learned this trip…I think it’s enough for Suvorov and me to sponsor you. I’ve talked Qiang into letting you make the attempt. If you must know, there was a glimpse of the saucer leaving Earth orbit. Our group—two of the seniors agree we need you. And those two think you should make more trips.” 
 
    “You mean Travel to other planets in other star systems?” I asked. 
 
    “What else would I mean?” 
 
    I swallowed and swallowed again, half delirious. “This is really it? I made it home again?” 
 
    “This time, you’re going to join our group.” 
 
    “We have to rescue the Army people at the base,” I said. 
 
    “Others will do that. Right now, we need to let you rest. Then, you can tell the seniors what you saw in the Canopus System.” McPherson smiled. She was actually quite beautiful. “This is the start of a new era, and you’re its centerpiece.” 
 
    I nodded, exhausted, but feeling good we would rescue the Army people, and feeling that I really had purpose in the world. This meant I would have another shot at going to Saddoth. I hadn’t forgotten about my good friend Bok and his people. We had to save them and save the herd Neanderthals from the man-devouring Ophidians of that wretched planet. 
 
    I blinked several times, and I smiled. “It’s good to see you again, McPherson. There were a few times I didn’t think I would make it.” 
 
    “Don’t get all mushy on me, Bayard.” 
 
    I stepped out of the cat, tripped and landed face-first on the snow. 
 
    A second later, McPherson was trying to help me stand. “You’re a wreck, you know that?” 
 
    I climbed to my feet, brushed off snow and gave her a one-armed hug. 
 
    She smiled wider and gave me a fake sucker punch in the gut. “Come on, big guy. Let’s get you to a Chinook. And yeah, it’s good to see you again, too.” 
 
    I nodded and started trudging through the snow toward the nearest helicopter, glad to be back. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed SLEEPER SHIP. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review. 
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