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    Colonel McPherson screeched to a halt in her Jeep, throwing up Indonesian dirt on the backcountry trail. 
 
    “Bayard!” she shouted. 
 
    I stepped from behind a palm tree, readjusting my jockstrap and running shorts, as I’d just been watering the tropical vegetation. 
 
    Noticing, McPherson stared at me with a sneer. She was a tall woman in her early thirties, with a 1920s bob cut and a pretty face. She wore a hat, bush shirt and shorts, which didn’t match the military sidearm hanging from a heavy belt cinched around her waist. 
 
    “Indonesia isn’t your personal bathroom, Bayard. Use the regular facilities like everyone else.” 
 
    “I’m marking my territory,” I said with a twitch of my eyebrow. 
 
    McPherson rolled her eyes. “Get in the Jeep, and hurry, but watch what you touch. You haven’t washed your hands yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Qiang is here. She wants to talk to you now.” 
 
    “No. About washing my hands,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be disgusting. Get in the Jeep.” 
 
    “I probably need to change before meeting Qiang.” 
 
    “I have clothes in back. You can change while I drive.” 
 
    “I know I need a shower.” I was sweating, my clothes soaked, as I’d been running and doing calisthenics, having gotten back into shape since returning from Kaldar. I’d stayed well hydrated today, the reason for my stepping behind the palm tree. 
 
    For those of you who are wondering, I’m Jake Bayard, an ex-Marine sergeant, a big bloke, as the British might say. As far as I knew, I was unique among those from Earth, or Terrans as were often called by those from elsewhere, in that I could Travel, using the interstellar teleporter in subterranean Antarctica, going to other planets and back. 
 
    Colonel McPherson was part of a special group that had been secretly fighting shape-shifting aliens among us, bastards by the name of Krekelens who were screwing with humanity. The conflict had been ongoing since men toiling in the blazing sun had erected the first pyramid. 
 
    “We don’t have time for showers,” McPherson said. “Qiang says it’s an emergency and she needs to speak to you yesterday.” 
 
    “Drive me to the pond then. I’ll take a dive first and then change.” 
 
    “Bayard—” 
 
    “Qiang is even fussier than you are,” I said, while climbing into the passenger side of the Jeep. “She won’t want me sweating like a horse during the meeting.” 
 
    McPherson scowled, and she punched the gas pedal with a boot, spraying dirt and causing the vehicle to swerve. 
 
    “Any idea what this is about?” I said, clicking my seat belt into place. 
 
    “None,” McPherson said after a moment. 
 
    “Not even a hint?” 
 
    McPherson shook her head. 
 
    I looked at her, and I noticed once again that she had a lovely, kissable neck. If only her personality were as attractive. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” McPherson said. 
 
    “Are you going to stop at the pond?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll stop at the pond. It probably won’t get you clean, you know, and we’ll be late for nothing.” 
 
    “A few minutes surely can’t make that much of a difference.” 
 
    McPherson squeezed the steering wheel with both hands. “Emergency—Qiang said it’s an emergency. Why else do you think she flew to Indonesia?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. That was a good question. Four months ago, I’d saved Qiang from a militant Zero Stone, one that had taken control of her mind. Unfortunately, I’d been instrumental in causing her daughter Mei’s death. The incident had been an accident, as I’d been trying to save Mei’s life, but it hadn’t worked out that way. After smashing the Zero Stone, I’d asked Qiang to forgive me about Mei, and she had, but I wondered if that had taken. Did Qiang secretly or even overtly want me dead, and was this part of the process to get me there? 
 
    As the humid, hot tropical air blew past my face, I wondered what the emergency entailed. I realized I actually felt nervous. It wasn’t about the so-called emergency. It was that I still felt guilty about Mei’s death. I wasn’t ready to face Qiang and her knowing stare again as she judged me undeserving of her dear departed daughter’s so very costly help. 
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    McPherson was right about one thing. The dive in the pond hadn’t done much to stanch my sweating. 
 
    I wore a sweat-damp Hawaiian shirt, a different pair of shorts and some running shoes minus any socks. I had a flick knife in a pocket and a snub-nosed handgun tucked against my left kidney in a holster. My hair had dried, but that was about it. 
 
    McPherson pulled onto a tarmac with a big transport plane sitting in the sun. An airstair was down with two sweating goons wearing suits at the bottom, their hands folded over their belt buckles. 
 
    A dark Indonesian national stood in front of the shack that doubled as a control tower. He wore a military uniform, shouldered a rifle and kept peering at the big transport plane. 
 
    Other than that, I didn’t see any other people around. The runway was beside a ramshackle village. It was a little past noon, and most people sat near fans or were in the shade outside. 
 
    The plane was still running, meaning its air-conditioning system was probably going full blast inside. I liked the idea of that. 
 
    Switching off the Jeep, McPherson turned to me. “You’re to go alone. I’ll be here when you come back.” 
 
    “If you’re going to wait, why didn’t you park in the shade?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Why’d you turn off the Jeep then?” 
 
    “Orders,” McPherson said crisply. 
 
    “You mean protocol to let Qiang know she’s safe?” 
 
    McPherson shook her head. “This is something larger than Qiang.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    The barest of smiles cracked McPherson’s lips. “I’ve been at this a lot longer than you have. Give me credit for learning a few things.” 
 
    “I do.” I climbed out of the Jeep and turned toward the airstair. 
 
    “Bayard.” 
 
    I turned back to McPherson. 
 
    After a half-second, she said, “Be careful.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    By her manner, McPherson fought a short, quick, internal engagement. Her better side won, as she leaned toward me and said in a low voice. “I shouldn’t say it, but something feels off.” 
 
    “Then why am I going?” 
 
    McPherson nodded as if I’d asked the right question. “Sometimes you have to walk into a trap. But knowing it’s a trap is the key to surviving it.” 
 
    “Qiang is trying to kill me?” 
 
    “No… This is something else.” 
 
    I stared at McPherson. 
 
    The colonel’s eyes shifted until she matched my stare. “Qiang never moves openly like this. It indicates… I’m not sure what. Something strange, anyway. That’s what you need to find out.” 
 
    “You think maybe another Zero Stone got to Qiang’s mind?” I asked. 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    A touch of exasperation entered McPherson’s voice. “Qiang faced a Zero Stone and lost until you freed her from it. She’s cagey and unlikely to fall for the same trick twice. Besides, from what we learned last mission, Zero Stones are highly secretive. This is too open for Qiang’s normal methods. That means it’s something else.” 
 
    “Do you think this is a Krekelen pretending to be Qiang?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How do you—?” 
 
    “We have protocols,” McPherson said, interrupting. “You’re going to meet the real Qiang in the flesh. I’m sure of that. But something has motivated her to act in this…unusual manner.” 
 
    “Specifically, flying her plane directly to my training ground?” 
 
    McPherson nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Thanks for the straight answer.” I glanced at the transport plane. 
 
    The two suited goons watched me. One spoke into a shoulder microphone. A different suit inside the plane opened the hatch at the top of the airstair and watched me as well. 
 
    I shrugged. “See you soon, McPherson.” 
 
    “Keep your head on a swivel.” 
 
    “Always do.” I headed for the bottom of the airstair.  
 
    The Jeep’s engine started. I glanced back, seeing McPherson crank the steering wheel and head for the nearest shade trees. 
 
    I pinched my Hawaiian shirt in front and fluffed it, stirring air against my sweaty chest. How could those two boys stand this humid heat in their suits? Each sweated profusely, beads of perspiration dotting their faces. Each wore sunglasses and each obviously tracked me as I approached. Well, at least that meant they were probably human. 
 
    “Jake Bayard?” asked the larger of the two. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    They both must have lifted weights and used steroids, as their heavy muscles bulged against their suits. Both had over-thick necks. I was bigger, surely stronger and without a doubt better looking. 
 
    The two stepped in front of the airstair, blocking my passage up. 
 
    I stopped as though surprised. “I thought Qiang was in a hurry to see me.” 
 
    “We have to frisk you first,” the bigger one said. 
 
    I reached back and touched my left kidney. “I have a sub-nosed .38 and a knife in my right pocket. Other than my hands, that’s the extent of my lethal weapons.” 
 
    “Raise your arms,” the bigger boy said. 
 
    “I just told you what I’m carrying.” 
 
    His head twitched in a negative. “We have to frisk you first. Those are our orders.” 
 
    I turned around and started for the Jeep, which McPherson had parked under some shade. 
 
    “Where are you going?” bigger goon shouted. 
 
    “To get a beer,” I shouted back. 
 
    “Qiang is waiting for you.” 
 
    I stopped, turning back to them. “Then she can wait. Neither of you is pretty enough to feel me up.” 
 
    “But frisking is protocol,” he said with a whine in his voice. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not this time.” 
 
    “You can’t go up there armed.” 
 
    “I know. So, I’m not going up.” 
 
    “This isn’t a pissing match,” he said, getting angry. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said. “Let me know when your boss changes your protocol. It had better be soon. I’m hot, tired and hungry.” 
 
    The two glanced at each other. The smaller one shrugged. The bigger one spoke to his shoulder, waited, listened to his earbud and looked at me as his eyebrows rose above the lenses of his sunglasses. 
 
    “We’re going to do it your way, Bayard.” 
 
    “Oh, well, in that case…” I headed for the airstair, passing them, half expecting a fancy play on their part to try to grab me and frisk me anyway. They didn’t try it, though. 
 
    I began to climb the stairs, more curious than ever about what had brought Qiang to see me with such urgency. 
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    The woman upstairs in the plane scowled at me as I ducked through the hatch. It was delightfully cool in here, as I’d suspected. She was a tall Chinese woman wearing a suit like the two goons below. She held a rod-like device aimed at me, her thumb near a firing button. 
 
    “One suspicious move,” she said with a Chinese accent, “and I will render you unconscious.” 
 
    She’d made one mistake, no, two, at least. She stood too close to me, and she’d told me her intentions. 
 
    I bowed my head. “Please,” I said. Then, I reached out as fast as I could with my right hand and snatched the rod from her. I think her thumb made a stabbing motion. By that time, though, I had the device, flipping it so I held the correct end. 
 
    After a moment’s surprise, she rushed me, shouting, using the edges of her hands to deliver sharp karate chops. They proved ineffectual, but I found them annoying. Thus, I stiff-armed her so she stumbled and crashed back against a wet bar. 
 
    I aimed the rod and pressed the button, deciding to test it. A surge of blue electricity snaked out, hitting an outlet against the bulkhead above the wet bar. 
 
    The lights in the plane began to flicker. 
 
    I removed my thumb from the button, and the electricity quit emitting from the rod. 
 
    The lights resumed and a hatch farther inside the plane opened. Qiang stuck her head out. 
 
    She was a middle-aged Chinese woman, not too fat and not too skinny, although she could probably stand to lose ten pounds. Her dark gaze took in the Chinese guard and me. 
 
    “Why did you give him the stun rod?” Qiang demanded. 
 
    “He took it from me,” the guard said angrily, climbing back onto her feet. 
 
    Qiang glared at me. “Give it back to her, Bayard.” 
 
    Normally, if someone told me that under these conditions, I would have laughed in their face. However, my mistake six months ago had cost Mei her life, and Mei had freed me from Qiang, a Zero-Stone controlled Qiang, but I’d owed the young woman big time. I… 
 
    I turned to the guard and pitched the rod to her. “Catch,” I said. 
 
    She fumbled it, letting the rod thud onto the carpet. With a quick scoop, however, she snatched it off the floor. She fondled it a moment, maybe thinking about using it on me. 
 
    “Don’t make me take it from you again,” I said. 
 
    “Really, Bayard,” Qiang said, staring at me. “Oh, do come in.” She opened the hatch all the way. “This is more important than your shenanigans. And I suppose the surrendering of the stun rod proves your good intent. Even so, you should know that such foolishness in here could cause you irreparable harm.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed mean?” I said, heading toward her. 
 
    “That you must treat my guest with the utmost decorum,” Qiang said, “if for no other reason than your continued health. He is a highly dangerous personage, well able to protect himself from any foolish assaults from you. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “You want me to play nice?” 
 
    “I’m warning you, Bayard. This is important. Perhaps more important than anything else you’ve done to date. I demand you act civilly and with utmost respect to my guest. Mei would have wanted it that way,” Qiang added. 
 
    My step faltered. The last statement was unlike Qiang, totally unlike her. That she’d just said it now meant something critical. Was Qiang secretly signaling me, or did this mean something more nefarious? 
 
    I put a bland look on my face, ducking my head as I passed through the inner hatch. The chamber was larger than the anteroom but didn’t hold a huge conference table like last time. Instead, I saw several cushioned chairs and a low table set with delectable goodies and drinks. 
 
    Qiang retreated from the hatch and picked up a red-colored drink at the table. She moved to and sat in a thickly cushioned chair. 
 
    The steel hatch closed automatically behind me. 
 
    I stood just within the room, noticing the only other occupant. He was a skinny Junior High kid, five feet tops and maybe one hundred pounds. He sat in the farthest cushioned chair, his legs too short for his feet to reach the floor. His arms were unusually long, however. Then, his face shimmered oddly…like a TV screen with a momentary glitch. 
 
    “What gives?” I said. 
 
    Qiang frowned as she stared at the young man. 
 
    “Perhaps we should proceed directly to the problem,” the young man said with a weird accent, one I couldn’t place. “My camouflage is running too hot in here.” 
 
    “If you think it wise,” Qiang said. 
 
    The young man nodded sharply. 
 
    “Bayard,” Qiang said. “May I introduce you to Philip?” 
 
    “Philip what?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just Philip,” he said. 
 
    “Philip,” Qiang said. “This is Jake Bayard the Traveler.” 
 
    “He is indeed large,” Philip said, eyeing me. Then, his face flickered again. “You’d better tell him in order to reduce his shock.” 
 
    “Bayard,” Qiang said. “Philip isn’t from Earth.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    The face flickered a third time and then disappeared. In its place appeared an ape face, or perhaps more precisely, a hominoid visage. Philip looked like a cross between a chimp and a stupid man, but with piercing black eyes. 
 
    “Philip is a Homo habilis,” Qiang told me. 
 
    I blinked several times, shocked by the revelation. 
 
    “Yes,” Qiang said. “I do mean Homo habilis as the evolutionists say.” 
 
    “Isn’t Homo habilis supposed to be the earliest precursor to true man?” I asked. “The first of the Homo species?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Qiang said. 
 
    “Like…Homo habilis lived in Africa two million years ago, right?” I asked. 
 
    “He was supposed to have lived in the Early Pleistocene about two point three-one million years ago to one point six-five million years ago,” Qiang said in a didactic tone. “Used stone tools and wandered the savannas fighting big cats, hyenas and crocodiles and existing on meat and vegetation.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “But he wasn’t as bright as Homo sapiens. He had a tiny skull and a corresponding small brain.” 
 
    “Compared to regular humans, I suppose that’s true,” Qiang said. 
 
    “Where did you pick him up?” I asked. 
 
    Qiang shook her head. “Don’t be rude, Bayard. Compared to us, Philip is a high-level genius.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said. “It is a certain, provable fact.” 
 
    “You’re a genius?” 
 
    “Compared to the usual run of humanity on Earth,” Philip said, “yes, indeed.” 
 
    “Just to be sure. With that little brain stuffed in your tiny skull, somehow you’re a genius?” 
 
    Philip’s apish lips moved back, revealing gleaming white and rather large, for him, teeth. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Qiang told Philip. “Bayard can be rather rude at times.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Philip said. “I imagine a Traveler must have a stalwart personality to do what he does. The idea of mental inferiority must have set up a chain reaction and invoked his compensation mechanisms. In this case, he uses lowbrow sarcasm to maintain his sense of dominance.” 
 
    “Why’s the ape here?” I asked Qiang. 
 
    “He is a Homo habilis,” Qiang replied sharply. “He is as much human as you are.” 
 
    “More so, actually,” Philip said. “I don’t know what happened on Earth in the distant past. But clearly, genetic retardation occurred perhaps one million to half a million years ago. Obviously, here humanity stepped backward instead of forward, relying more upon physical bulk instead of mental capacity. Perhaps the violent stresses of the large predators and a tectonically active planet highlighted immediate physical prowess over deep thought—and your present kind are the unenviable result.” 
 
    “If he’s such a genius,” I said, “what’s he doing on Earth with us morons?” 
 
    “Research,” Philip said promptly. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The essence of my research is beyond your mental ken,” Philip told me. “What will make sense to you, however, is that by your aiding me, I will aid humanity in turn.” 
 
    “How and how?” 
 
    Philip nodded. “You will accompany me as a bodyguard and guide. In return, I will bequeath certain technological items to Qiang. This is a quid pro quo agreement.” 
 
    “Guide you to where?” 
 
    “A portal on the bottom of the Persian Gulf,” he said. 
 
    I frowned and glanced at Qiang. “Do you know what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. This is more than an equitable trade, as Philip has already enlightened us regarding several, until now, hidden monuments.” 
 
    I studied Philip. 
 
    He met my gaze easily enough. 
 
    “How did you find him?” I asked. 
 
    Qiang shook her head. “You have it wrong. Philip found me.” 
 
    “How you’d manage that?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’m a researcher, as I’ve said.” 
 
    “From another planet?” 
 
    “I believe we’ve already covered that.” 
 
    “You know about the Harmony of Planets then?” 
 
    “I should,” he said, “as it’s my area of expertise.” 
 
    I looked at Qiang. “I need to know more before I agree to this.” 
 
    “You remind me of Pandora,” Philip said. 
 
    I frowned at him. I’d heard about a Pandora, but couldn’t place it.” 
 
    “Pandora was curious about a box Zeus had brought to her husband,” Philip explained. “Zeus told her to leave it shut and then took his leave. For a little while, Pandora obeyed the god’s instructions. Finally, though, she couldn’t help it and opened the lid to peek inside, as no one else was around. In doing this, she released Misery and other fell spirits onto the Earth.” 
 
    “You’re talking about a Greek myth,” I said. 
 
    “I am. But the myth speaks to our point.” 
 
    “How do you know about Earth myths?” 
 
    “Mr. Bayard, I know a great deal, as it’s my stock in trade.” Philip turned to Qiang. “His reluctance is obvious. Perhaps I should do this on my own.” 
 
    “Bayard,” Qiang said. “You must accept the assignment. It’s worth more than you can imagine.” 
 
    “What’s in it for us?” I asked. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “I already told you,” Qiang said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I want details before I agree to this, and I want to know why Philip asked for Earth’s sole Traveler to accompany him on what sounds like a risky endeavor.” 
 
    Qiang turned to Philip with pleading eyes. 
 
    The Homo habilis sighed, shook his head unenthusiastically and began to explain. 
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    The little hominid’s tale was sketchy at best. He arrived on Earth—he didn’t tell us how—and poked around for sixteen months. He learned soon enough about the Krekelens, their psi-master human pets and our group that resisted their efforts to turn humanity into a slave colony. It was only within the last two months, however, that Philip had discovered Earth possessed a Traveler—namely, me. 
 
    Again, he didn’t tell us how he discovered these things. Just that he had. He decided that my help in leaving Earth for his next assignment would ensure his safe arrival there. 
 
    “Where’s your next assignment?” I asked, interrupting the story. 
 
    Philip stared at me and shook his head. 
 
    “Why won’t you tell us?” I asked. 
 
    “As a researcher for the Institute,” Philip said, “I’m forbidden from doing so.” 
 
    “What Institute?” I asked. 
 
    Once again, Philip shook his head. 
 
    I glanced at Qiang. She was frowning at Philip. 
 
    “One of the reasons is that we’re far more advanced than the rest of you,” Philip said, sounding reluctant. 
 
    “Who’s you?” 
 
    “Homo sapiens and other intelligent life on the nearby planets,” he said. 
 
    “What in the Hell?” 
 
    “It would be morally wrong for us to unduly influence any one culture or society,” Philip said. “As it would interrupt the normal and regular advancements, possibly robbing that society of its uniqueness.” 
 
    That sounded like a load of horse manure to me. I’d never bought that SF TV series’ non-interference crap, and I didn’t buy it now from the pintsized hominid. 
 
    “What about these so-called tech items you’re using for barter with us?” I asked. “Won’t that sully our purity?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. The Krekelens have some of these. I’ll be evening the score, is all.” 
 
    “But that affects our society.” 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said. 
 
    “Isn’t that morally wrong according to your precious Institute?” 
 
    Philip sighed, and twitched his head in a negative. “I’m afraid you’re not sufficiently developed to understand the nuances of all this. And I don’t care to spend hours explaining it in a manner you might understand.” 
 
    I glanced at Qiang. 
 
    “Philip may be right about that,” Qiang said. 
 
    I snorted. “He isn’t right. He’s just saying that so he doesn’t have to tell us. If he’s so smart, he should easily be able to state it in a way we could comprehend.” 
 
    “Ah,” Philip said. “I realize the problem here. It’s clear you have a highly developed suspicious nature. While that may be normal in a Traveler, it shows you devolve toward cunning more than most and thus lack normal and healthy trust.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “Your guile quotient is likely in the eightieth percentile or higher,” Philip said. “It shows particularly in moments of stress such as this.” 
 
    “Wait a second. You’re concluding all this about me because I don’t believe your cock-and-bull story about Institute restrictions?” 
 
    “Not altogether. I have a device that measures such things, and I have tested you.” 
 
    “I don’t see any device.” 
 
    “I should hope not,” Philip said. “I’d be more than concerned if you did.” 
 
    “You measured my brain waves?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve already said too much on the subject.” Philip cleared his throat. “To allay your curiosity, I’m leaving Qiang a hollow, indestructible tube. It will unlock upon my exit from Earth. Within it are several technological items, my barter payment, if you will.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” I said. “This tube could be empty. How do we know—?” 
 
    “It isn’t empty,” Qiang said. “I watched Philip put various items into the safe. He’s also given me an item in advance. The stun rod was his.” 
 
    “You gave Qiang the rod and left yourself defenseless?” I asked Philip. 
 
    “Quite the contrary, I assure you,” Philip said. 
 
    I studied the little hominid and turned to Qiang again. “Do you really trust him?” 
 
    “In this, I do.” 
 
    “Are you using mind control on her?” I asked Philip. 
 
    “I’m no telepath,” Philip said. 
 
    Which wasn’t an answer. “Your brain is too small for that?” I asked. 
 
    “You are correct in stating that that region of my brain is underdeveloped,” Philip said. “In truth, the psi-masters are genetic freaks. The Krekelens formed them over millennia of selected breeding, much as humans have genetically shaped cattle or dogs.” 
 
    That sounded nasty. “Is there a planet of Krekelens?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, quite so,” Philip said. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “No.” Philip shook his head. “I’m not going to tell you. Terrans simply aren’t ready for that.” 
 
    “How did you arrive on Earth?” 
 
    “That’s confidential, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Are you a Traveler?” 
 
    “No, no, not like you,” Philip said. “The monumental-architectural teleporters are set for Homo sapiens, not Homo habilis.” 
 
    That was interesting to know, and what was the difference that mattered in teleportation technology? “Do you have a spaceship then, like the Draconians?” 
 
    “Would I need this portal if that were the case?” Philip asked. 
 
    “If your spaceship broke down you would,” I said. 
 
    “I have not, nor have I ever possessed a spaceship.” 
 
    “How did a portal get built at the bottom of the Persian Gulf?” 
 
    Philip pursed his lips. “The portal is quite old.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Philip looked away and then regarded me again. “Very well, I’m imparting prehistoric lore known to only a few Earthlings, those with an elastic mind. During what you might call thirteen thousand B.C., the Earth was in the grip of an ice age. The sea levels were much lower than today. During that time, the Persian Gulf basin was dry land. More than that, it was an Edenic paradise with several…antediluvian cities. The people there built pyramids, ziggurats and obelisks, among other monumental architecture. An advanced group of scientists also built a portal, one similar in kind yet different from the teleporters. They sent a few adventurers to other places through that portal.” 
 
    Philip looked pensive. “Unfortunately, in the course of time, the ice age lost its worst feature and the Earth grew warmer.” 
 
    “Climate change,” I said. 
 
    “Quite,” Philip said. “Massive ice sheets melted. Soon, there was catastrophic coastal flooding throughout the Earth. One of the worst hit places was the Persian Gulf basin. The ocean broke through what is now the Strait of Hormuz. The antediluvian cities there drowned along with the people in them. The floodwaters also covered many pyramids, ziggurats—and the portal.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said, awed by what I was hearing. “Are you saying that’s the basis for Noah’s Flood as recorded in the Bible?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. “I make no such claim. I’m simply reporting on an aspect of Earth’s prehistory. I am not necessarily saying it was the same as the Genesis antediluvian era with Methuselah, Noah, the Nephilim and the Ark with its cargo of animals and birds.” 
 
    “You know for a fact that the Persian Gulf region was once dry?” 
 
    “The pyramids, ziggurats and portal are down there,” Philip replied. 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Yes. I do say. The portal is my means for reaching my next assignment. My getting to the portal is exactly the type of endeavor at which you excel. That is why I requested your aid.” 
 
    “If you need my help, that implies attempting to reach the portal could be dangerous.” 
 
    Philip snorted. “Would I go to all this trouble if it were completely safe?” 
 
    I turned to Qiang. “You think helping him is worth possibly endangering me?” 
 
    “He has developed a quick sense of his own importance,” Philip told Qiang. 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” she said dryly. 
 
    “All I’m saying is that I’m the only one on Earth with Traveling genes,” I said. 
 
    After a half-beat, Qiang asked Philip, “What is the main danger in going to the portal?” 
 
    “There may be some Krekelen elements about the Gulf wishing to hinder us,” Philip said. 
 
    That didn’t sound good. “You’re not in secret league with the Krekelens, are you?” 
 
    “The very opposite, in fact,” Philip said. 
 
    “How would we reach this portal?” 
 
    “A suitable aquatic delivery vehicle will take us there,” Philip said. “Once I reach the portal, you will return to your science vessel.” 
 
    “Is he talking about the Duke Harry?” I asked Qiang. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The Duke Harry was the research vessel I’d taken to the coast of Antarctica six months ago. It was a real American university research vessel, used sometimes for clandestine missions by our group. 
 
    “You really think I should do this?” I asked Qiang. 
 
    “I think it’s a splendid opportunity for us to learn even more,” she said. “What’s even better, we can learn all this without you having to leave Earth right away again.” 
 
    “Learn?” I asked. 
 
    “About Earth’s prehistory,” Qiang said. 
 
    I nodded. That part did sound interesting. Did I trust the Homo habilis, though? The answer was, not altogether. Still, no pain, no gain. 
 
    “When would I go?” I asked. 
 
    “You and McPherson would go,” Qiang said. “You two would leave tonight.” 
 
    “I’d have to ask McPherson first.” 
 
    “She’s already agreed to this,” Qiang said. 
 
    That would be easy enough to double check. “In that case,” I said, “I’m in.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Philip said. “I’m quite sick of your polluted planet and am eager to begin the next phase of my research. Oh, this is excellent indeed.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, deciding I’d be watching the little creep closely the entire time. 
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    McPherson, Philip and I left that night as Qiang had said. We didn’t leave in her transport plane, but took a boat to a larger, more populous island, and then bought tickets there to Kuwait. 
 
    The research vessel had left several days ago and should be moving through the Strait of Hormuz as we flew to Kuwait City. 
 
    The trip to Kuwait proved uneventful. If you’re wondering how Philip traveled publicly without being noticed, it was easy. His holographic mask made his face look human. He wore long-sleeved garments and pants, presenting the image of a twelve-year-old boy. His shoes were far too wide, but no one seemed to notice. He acted shyly, reading during most of the flight, shielding himself between McPherson and me. 
 
    He did keep a backpack with him at all times. Did he have advanced tech in it? What if I grabbed the backpack and ran? If Philip figured I was full of guile, what kind of failsafe did he employ to counter the possibility? 
 
    I had a feeling Philip had advanced-tech items hidden about his person, although except for the holo-mask and stun rod, I hadn’t seen any examples of them. He had seemed to know a heck of a lot for a researcher who’d been on our planet for a year and a half. Was that part of his story BS as well? 
 
    We landed in Kuwait City and passed through the airport terminal easily enough. 
 
    The Israelis, Syrians and Iranians had been flexing military muscle the last few weeks. That had excited the Americans and Russians, each backing different sides. I’d watched something on the internet several days ago about the Iranians threatening the oil tankers in the Gulf again. The Israelis had been making airstrikes in Syria, and tensions everywhere had risen. I might have read something about the U.S. Navy moving some frigates into the Gulf, but I couldn’t remember. 
 
    The Persian Gulf saw plenty of oil tankers all the time. Even during the Iran-Iraq War in the 80s, the tankers had continued to carry oil to the far parts of the world. I doubted that would change just because we were here. 
 
    “How do you know about the Krekelens?” I asked. The three of us sauntered along a Kuwait City sidewalk, carrying our small amounts of luggage. It was hot outside, but it wasn’t humid like Indonesia. 
 
    McPherson wore more clothing than usual, including a broad-brimmed hat. Kuwait was less strict about women than some of the other Muslim countries were, but she’d decided on being prudent in that regard. 
 
    “Please, Bayard,” Philip said. “This isn’t the time for such questions.” 
 
    “Soon you’ll be gone,” I said. “If I don’t ask now, when will I learn?” 
 
    “We should have some time on the Duke Harry,” Philip said. “I’ll feel safer once we’re aboard.” 
 
    I looked around. There didn’t seem to be any suspicious characters in evidence. “What has you worried?” 
 
    “Surely, you know,” Philip told McPherson. 
 
    “The Middle East, the Muslim part, anyway,” McPherson said, “has more Krekelen agents than other places do.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Philip’s right about one thing,” McPherson said. “This isn’t the place to go into it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “Does that mean there are fewer of our agents around in the Middle East?” 
 
    “It does,” McPherson said. 
 
    “Is that why you want me to bodyguard for you?” 
 
    Little Philip with his human holo-mask disguise shot McPherson an agonizing glance. 
 
    “Let’s hire the helicopter while we can,” McPherson told me. 
 
    I stared down at Philip. 
 
    “Do you have a problem?” he asked me. 
 
    “I may not be the only one with a high guile quotient.” 
 
    “I resent you implying I’m dishonest.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “My people are among the most honest and trustworthy of all the races in the former Harmony,” Philip said. “Our superior intellect offends others, however. We plan ahead and have a far greater time quotient than any others.” 
 
    “What’s that mean, and what does that have to do with being cunning or dishonest?” 
 
    “Do you know how some criminals in America act impulsively because they don’t seem to comprehend how their actions will lead to long prison terms?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Most people only look at the short term.” 
 
    “We’re exactly the opposite,” Philip said. “We take into account future results of present actions. We do that more than any others do, and that gives some people the impression that we’re full of guile. It isn’t trickery, cunning or guile that we’re evidencing, but plain old superior brain power.” 
 
    “So…saying you’re cunning implies low animal cunning instead of superior intelligence?” 
 
    “What a surprise,” Philip said. “You do understand.” 
 
    “You called me cunning earlier.” 
 
    “Yes, as the term fits.” 
 
    “Because ordinarily,” I said, “at least as compared to you, I’m stupid.” 
 
    “Truth is often harsh,” Philip said, “but it is the beginning of real revelations and thus possible advancements through corrective actions.” 
 
    “And yet, you don’t seem to be taking into account the future consequences of your own insults. Like, alienating me, when you want me to help you.” 
 
    “I’m only speaking the truth.” 
 
    I refrained from slapping the back of his small head. “Whatever you say, Einstein.” 
 
    After that, we fell silent as we headed for the helicopter rental building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    McPherson went inside to take care of the business end, and soon, we lofted in a small helicopter, cramming into the cockpit and heading out to sea. 
 
    It had cost triple for the rental, as the Iranian threats had grown hotter, and the U.S. Navy was bringing two more frigates into the Gulf and promising more naval aviation flights from a carrier nearby. 
 
    Our heavily bearded pilot was jittery, an old Second Iraq War American veteran who’d stayed behind all these years. McPherson sat up front with him. Philip and I sat in back with our luggage. 
 
    “There,” the pilot said, pointing through the windshield. “Do you see that?” 
 
    From the back seat, I saw a dot in the distant blue sky. 
 
    McPherson raised a pair of binoculars. “It’s a jet,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” the pilot said. “From the way it’s moving, my guess is that it’s an ancient Phantom F-4 left over from the Shah’s days.” 
 
    “Does that mean it’s an Iranian jet?” McPherson asked him. 
 
    “Of course it means that,” the pilot said. 
 
    Beside me, Philip zipped open his backpack and took out a thick pair of glasses. He put them on and adjusted the sides. Then, he straightened to peer over the front seats. In a moment, he grunted. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered. 
 
    Philip sat back against the seat as if thinking. 
 
    “The Phantom is heading our way,” the pilot said. 
 
    I heard Philip mutter to himself. He slid over to his side and worked the window. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the pilot said. “Leave that up.” 
 
    Philip put his left hand in the backpack, and it seemed as if he clutched something in there. “Face forward. Fly the helo and leave the Iranian Phantom to me.” 
 
    After a second, the pilot faced forward, and he no longer spoke. 
 
    I glanced at the backpack. What had the little hominid used in there? 
 
    Philip fiddled with the window, sliding one part open. From the backpack, he took out a fancy gun, a sci-fi looking weapon. He leaned his head, one arm and weapon through the window, peering at the approaching fighter jet with his thick glasses. 
 
    I heard a whine, a very particular sound. A thin, nearly clear beam shot out of the weapon. The beam hit the jet, and it glowed with an eerie color. Abruptly, pieces of the jet began falling. A moment later, the entire and clearly visible Phantom plunged toward the sea. 
 
    Philip pulled his head, arm and weapon back in. He closed the window and shoved the glasses back into the backpack. I noticed that he still held onto the phasor-type weapon. He held it across his midsection, negligently pointing it at me. 
 
    The pilot continued to fly, doing so serenely as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Philip,” McPherson said, glancing back at him. 
 
    “That was unfortunate,” Philip said. “The military jet was heading straight for us. I think the fighter pilot meant to destroy our helo and us in it.” 
 
    “Do the Krekelens control the Iranian military?” I asked. 
 
    “Does McPherson’s group control America’s military?” Philip asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Philip said. 
 
    “You just killed a Krekelen agent in that fighter jet?” I asked. 
 
    “I slew a Krekelen minion to save ourselves,” Philip said. “I found the act extremely repugnant. Believe me. I hope that was the last time I have to do so.” 
 
    “What did you do to our pilot?” I asked. 
 
    “This is a bad time to ask such a thing,” Philip said. 
 
    Our pilot’s head jerked and our helo dropped several feet. 
 
    Philip thrust a hand back into the backpack. “You’re fine. Continue flying.” 
 
    A moment later, the helo straightened and our pilot resumed his placid demeanor. 
 
    “Maybe Philip has a point,” McPherson told me. 
 
    I nodded, wondering what the Krekelens had against our little hominid friend. This trip might be more dangerous than I’d realized: a lot more dangerous. 
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    We didn’t have any more incidents getting to the Duke Harry. It was an oceangoing vessel from UC Santa Barbara in California. The 320-foot research vessel would continue its plankton experiments but here in the polluted Persian Gulf instead of coastal Antarctica. 
 
    The research team had received a new and surprising grant to do so. Thus, they had a valid reason for being here. Two days ago, a seaplane had delivered a two-man underwater delivery vehicle along with deep-sea diving gear. 
 
    The Duke Harry’s launch picked us up from the floating helo and took us to the ship. Meanwhile, the helo lofted and headed back for Kuwait City. 
 
    Philip and I stowed our gear in our rooms. McPherson went to speak to the captain. The little hominid and I would bunk in the same cabin, while McPherson would have one to herself. 
 
    Soon, McPherson showed up asking for precise coordinates for the captain. 
 
    “I need a moment alone first,” Philip said. 
 
    McPherson nodded. 
 
    As Philip left, I guided McPherson by the elbow onto the main deck. The waves were slightly choppy. In the distance, a huge oil tanker headed inward, maybe heading for a Kuwaiti refinery. 
 
    “Do you believe his story?” I asked McPherson. 
 
    She leaned against the rail. I stood before it with my arms crossed. 
 
    “Which one?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. That was a good question. Then, I squinted at her. Had the little hominid been alone with McPherson? Might he have used the contraption in his backpack, the same one he’d used to calm the pilot, to make McPherson compliant? Might he have used the device on Qiang as well? 
 
    I snapped my fingers. 
 
    McPherson turned from viewing the sea and looked at me. 
 
    “You saw what Philip did to the pilot.” 
 
    McPherson nodded. “You think he did that to Qiang?” 
 
    “I wonder. Might Qiang be more susceptible to such a device after having a Zero Stone control her?” 
 
    “Or maybe Qiang is now harder to control. Maybe Qiang takes greater precautions about such things after having been dominated for the time she was.” 
 
    “Naw. I don’t buy that.” 
 
    McPherson pinched her lower lip. “Here comes Philip.” 
 
    That was quick. I turned. The little hominid wore his human-boy disguise as he approached us. 
 
    “I have the coordinates,” Philip said. 
 
    “Good,” McPherson said. “What are they?” 
 
    Philip told her. 
 
    “I’ll tell the captain,” McPherson said, heading away. 
 
    “Tell the captain we should hurry,” Philip called after her. 
 
    McPherson halted and turned around. “Any reason why?” 
 
    Philip nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Any reason you care to tell us?” 
 
    “The obvious one,” Philip said. “Possible enemy agents are heading toward us.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” McPherson asked. 
 
    Philip smiled. “Allow me a few secrets. But rest assured I’m correct about this.” 
 
    McPherson stared at him for three long seconds. Then, without another word, she turned and headed for the bridge. 
 
    Philip moved to the rail, clutching it with his gloved hands. 
 
    I faced the sea beside him. 
 
    “You still distrust me,” Philip said. 
 
    “I distrust you more after watching what you did to the helicopter pilot. You told me you didn’t employ telepathy.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “What did you do then?” 
 
    Philip cocked his holo-masked head. “I electronically massaged a selected area of the pilot’s brain, making him quite susceptible to suggestions.” 
 
    “Did you do the same to Qiang?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “That I’m asking is enough,” I said. 
 
    “No. I didn’t do that to Qiang.” 
 
    “How do I know if you’re lying?” 
 
    “I’ve been open and honest with you throughout our short time together. Thus, the probability I’m continuing to impart the truth is high. You cannot know this with one hundred percent certitude, however. With that being said, what can you know with perfect certainty?” 
 
    I studied him. “You strike me as a fellow in love with his words. That means you probably believe you can blind us with flowery bullshit. I’m starting to think that’s your MO.” 
 
    Philip sighed. “It’s difficult, what I do. You probably can’t begin to believe how often Earth officialdom treats me disrespectfully because I’m small. I flit like a ghost on Earth, observing, cataloging and weighing various factors. I seldom get to lower my guard and relax. Always, however, I must moderate my speech and disguise my superior intellect.” He shook his head. “Can you imagine spending sixteen months among hulking, easily triggered retards? It’s exhausting. One slip can prove fatal. Still, the work has its rewards. On my world, I’m held in high esteem. I’m a researcher of primitive planets, gathering data so we don’t make the same mistakes twice.” 
 
    “What big mistake did you people make the first time?” 
 
    Philip smiled. “Sometimes, I’d like to solve my problems your way, using my superior strength and speed to batter my opponents into submission. Instead, I use superior strategy and tactics.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Like when you used your phasor to destroy the F-4?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. “I consider that a failure on my part. I should have foreseen the possibility and planned accordingly.” 
 
    “Like when you used a device to force a helicopter pilot to do your bidding?” 
 
    “That wasn’t violence. It was technological persuasion.” 
 
    I turned out toward sea. The oil tanker in the far distance had vanished. “What are we going to find at the portal?” 
 
    “Swift passage to another planet for me and a marvel for you.” 
 
    “When was the last time anyone used the portal?” 
 
    “That is an excellent question,” Philip said, sounding surprised. “I’ll return to my room and begin analyzing the possibilities. Until we reach the rendezvous point, I would appreciate if you stayed out of the cabin as much as possible.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Your size disconcerts me and makes me uncomfortable. I do not like to remain on my guard if I don’t have to.” 
 
    I eyed the little fellow. Was he what he claimed to be? Was there a portal down there? Had there been an antediluvian civilization deep below these waves fifteen thousand years ago? 
 
    I might not have normally thought so, but I’d used the obelisk in subterranean Antarctica too many times. I knew there really was a Mu, just maybe not on our planet. The weirdoes and cranks like Erich von Däniken, who wrote Chariots of the Gods, and his friends actually had a point about prehistory. 
 
    “Go on,” I told Philip. “Make your calculations.” 
 
    He departed without another word. 
 
    I continued to stare out over the waves as the Duke Harry began to make a sharp turn, heading in a different direction. McPherson must have spoken to the captain about the new coordinates. 
 
    I don’t know why exactly, but a point between my shoulder blades began to tingle. In the old way of saying it, I had a bad feeling about all this, sure that our coming dive wasn’t going to be an easy jaunt down and back again. 
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    It took a night and some new instructions from Philip. I slept a few hours in the room with him. When I opened my eyes, I saw that he was awake while wearing his holo-mask disguise, sitting in a chair and watching me. 
 
    “Don’t you like me seeing you as you really are?” I asked. 
 
    “You Homo sapiens are superstitious creatures. I’ve found it best to work within your limitations. You are creature specific in your likes and dislikes. You, Jake Bayard, have shown bias against other hominids, preferring your own to others.” 
 
    “Isn’t that normal?” 
 
    “It is indeed, perfectly normal.” 
 
    “So, why should that bother you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “You talk as if it does.” 
 
    Philip sighed. “I’m responding to your query. Oh, look. That’s the signal.” He pointed to a blinking red light on a console. We were at the new coordinates Philip had given the captain. 
 
    “Are you packed?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Then we should proceed.” 
 
    I nodded, moving to my stuff. I couldn’t say that I was looking forward to this. Not the dive, anyway. We’d wear diving gear and ride a mobile cigar to the depths of the Persian Gulf. I’d asked Philip a little about it last night. It would be dark down there, murky at the very best. I shuddered. The idea of tons of water over me, pushing in so we had to breathe a special mixture that would give our inner selves the ability to withstand the greater outer pressure— 
 
    I exited the hatch, leaving our cabin, heading for our gear on deck. A crane held the X-10 submergible. It was long and cigar-shaped with two windshields and places for our feet and a wire cage in back protecting the propeller. It looked like the attack vehicles Italian divers had used in WWII against British battleships in Alexandria harbor. Ours was up-to-date and had several cool features. At least, McPherson said so last night. She’d made several underwater runs in the past, having piloted an X-10 on three different occasions. She would be piloting today. 
 
    There was no designated location on the X-10 for Philip. He’d told us not to worry. 
 
    McPherson headed for the diving gear from a different direction. She wore a one-piece swimming suit and looked mighty fine in it. It was too bad she hadn’t decided to wear a skimpy bikini. For being such a skinny lass, McPherson was quite well endowed. 
 
     “What are you grinning at?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Well, stop it.” 
 
    “If you didn’t want me looking, you should have worn more.” 
 
    An excited shout from higher up caused both of us to turn that way. A crewman pointed into the distance, shouting something about approaching ships. 
 
    “We’d better check this out,” McPherson said, heading for a ladder. 
 
    I followed her, glancing about for Philip. Where had the little hominid gone? 
 
    Other crewmembers shouted and pointed into the distance, and they sounded alarmed. 
 
    “What now?” I muttered, climbing a steel ladder, quickly looking up as McPherson jumped off it ahead of me. I’d just missed an up-close glimpse of her fine posterior. 
 
    Scrambling up, I saw McPherson take a pair of binoculars from a crewman and peer into the distance. 
 
    I shaded my eyes from the hot sun. It looked like five skipping-stones zoomed toward the Duke Harry. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” McPherson said, handing me the binoculars. 
 
    I raised them, zeroing in on the… “Speedboats?” 
 
    “Iranian speedboats,” McPherson said. 
 
    Right. I saw the flags whipping in the breeze created by their fast approach. 
 
    “Those are Seraj-class speedboats,” McPherson said. “The Revolutionary Guard uses them. They’re the fastest in the world.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said. 
 
    “They’re based on the British-made Bradstone Challenger, a Bladerunner 51. It holds the record for the fastest circumnavigation around Britain.” 
 
    “Speedboats, huh?” 
 
    “Militarized speedboats are the core of the Iranian naval doctrine,” McPherson said. “They’re supposed to be able to counter America’s massive warships.” 
 
    “Each of them has a bow-mounted heavy machine gun,” I said. 
 
    “Those are Dushka machine guns,” she said. 
 
    “Is that Russian?” 
 
    “Yes,” McPherson said. “It means a dear or beloved one. Besides the American M2 Browning, it’s the only fifty caliber machine gun designed prior to World War Two.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, “how about that. How do you know all that?” 
 
    “It’s my business to know. I think some of the speedboats also carry Type 63 multiple rocket launchers. They could use those to sink the Duke Harry.” 
 
    “I’ve never see boats move that fast.” 
 
    “They’ll be here in minutes—not enough time for us to lower the X-10 and get away.” 
 
    “The timing,” I said. “Do you think the Krekelens are behind this?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Philip said. 
 
    I lowered the binoculars and saw the little fellow with his human-face disguise behind me. He wore his backpack and thick-lensed glasses. 
 
    “Can we bargain with them?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you know Farsi?” Philip asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The language the Iranians speak,” McPherson told me. 
 
    “Someone in the crew might,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll ask the captain.” McPherson darted for the bridge. 
 
    I raised the binoculars again, watching the five speedboats spread out as they approached. In four of them, a crewmember sat behind the Dushka heavy machine gun. They might not need their rocket launchers to sink the Duke Harry. The machines guns could prove enough. 
 
    “Were you expecting this?” I asked. 
 
    I didn’t get an answer. 
 
    “Philip,” I said. “Did you expect the Revolutionary Guard to show up?” 
 
    Again, there was no answer. 
 
    I lowered the binoculars and saw the little sucker lying on the deck with his phasor in hand, as he studied the speedboats through his thick-lensed glasses. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    Philip ignored me while aiming his sci-fi weapon and squeezing the button trigger. As earlier, a clear-like pencil-thin ray stabbed into the distance. 
 
    I raised the binoculars. The beam struck the first speedboat, and sliced and diced. The ray must have struck gas or ordnance on the boat. The boat exploded spectacularly, pieces raining into the air and coming down to splash into the sea. 
 
    Three of the surviving speedboats began to swerve. 
 
    Philip targeted the one that didn’t, firing again, and in seconds, it too exploded. 
 
    “They’ll be calling for reinforcements,” I shouted. 
 
    Philip did not respond. 
 
    I lowered the binoculars. 
 
    He deliberately aimed the phasor and destroyed the third Seraj-class speedboat. 
 
    The last two headed for us, the bow-mounted heavy machine guns opening up. The rounds didn’t reach us, although they splashed the water near the Duke Harry, uncomfortably close. 
 
    “Philip!” I shouted. 
 
    As coolly as you please, the little hominid aimed, fired and destroyed the fourth speedboat. 
 
    At that point, heavy machine-gun rounds hit the Duke Harry. A crewman screamed with fear. 
 
    Philip destroyed the last speedboat, its explosion the most spectacular of all. 
 
    At that point, the little hominid stood, waved the phasor back and forth as if to cool it down and then stowed it in his waistband. He flinched slightly, maybe not having cooled it enough. 
 
    “It’s time to leave,” he said. 
 
    “The hurry is over,” I said. “The speedboats are nothing but flotsam.” 
 
    “As you pointed out, reinforcements are undoubtedly on the way, They cannot let the loss of five boats go unanswered. We go, now,” Philip insisted. 
 
    “So you agree, reinforcements are on the way?” I asked. 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “You little bastard,” I said. “What is the crew aboard the Duke Harry supposed to do if we leave?” 
 
    “I would suggest they head as fast as possible to the nearest American naval vessel.” 
 
    I stared at Philip a moment longer. Then I swore and raced to the team operating the crane, the one that still held aloft the X-10 underwater delivery vehicle. 
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    I felt like a deserter leaving the Duke Harry at a time like this. One of the crew helping me don my diving gear asked about Philip’s weapon. 
 
    “That wasn’t normal,” the man added, as he hooked air tanks to my back. 
 
    I glanced around before whispering, “The laser gun is a CIA secret.” 
 
    The crewman’s eyes got round and scared. “I knew there was more to this. You guys…you’re CIA?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    His eyebrows rose higher. 
 
    “Mercenaries hired by the CIA,” I said. “You guys better haul ass for the nearest US Navy ship.” 
 
    He shook his head, muttering, and finished attaching the air tanks. 
 
    Soon, I walked awkwardly across the deck in a heated diving suit, tanks, full-face mask on my head and giant flippers on my feet. I accepted a bang stick from a female crewmember. 
 
    The bang stick was a long fiberglass pole with a cartridge holder in front. The holder held a twelve-gauge shotgun shell. The trick was to jab the end of the bang stick against a hostile, usually a nosy shark. The blast from the shell would do just as much or more damage to marine life as the pellets forced into the hostile body. 
 
    Water was 800 times denser than air. Thus, a regular gun would expel a bullet for a mere fraction of the distance. 
 
    The crane operators had lowered the X-10 into the water. It had positive buoyancy at present and floated beside the Duke Harry. 
 
    I joined McPherson on an outer elevator. A different crane operator lowered us from the main deck to the water near the X-10. McPherson and I each had a bag attached to our belts, carrying a few extra items. 
 
    She handed me her bang stick. 
 
    “Where’s Philip?” I asked. He’d disappeared while I’d donned my diving gear. 
 
    “He’s already in the water,” McPherson said. 
 
    Sure enough, the little dude popped up beside the X-10. He wore a skintight suit and had a mask. I couldn’t see any air tanks, though. 
 
    I asked McPherson about that. 
 
    She shrugged in her diving gear. 
 
    Moments later, our platform reached the water and lowered more. We both pushed off, floating beside the semi-rusted hull of the research vessel. 
 
    “Would never have thought of doing this in Antarctica,” I said. 
 
    “I have once,” McPherson said. “Even with heated dive-suits it was freezing.” 
 
    I activated my tanks, lowering the full-face mask over my face. The plexiglass covered both my lips and nose, and my eyes, of course. I tested it by putting my face underwater. No water leaked within. 
 
    The full-face mask had a unique feature: comm gear for use underwater. It was wireless, and would allow us to communicate with each other if we were close enough. With a normal mask, one couldn’t do that. 
 
    “You sure about this dive?” I asked McPherson. 
 
    She ignored the question. 
 
    Oh, right. There was one more switch. I flipped it and put earphones over my ears. 
 
    “McPherson,” I said. 
 
    “I hear you. It works.” 
 
    “What’s the little ape doing? I’m not sure I trust him around our…what do you call it again?” 
 
    “An X-10,” McPherson said. 
 
    “Why don’t you trust me?” Philip asked over the comm system. 
 
    “I feel like a deserter leaving the ship,” I said, sidestepping the question. 
 
    “They’re in much less danger than we are,” Philip said. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. “What kind of danger is there?” 
 
    “Let’s be on our way,” Philip suggested. Now, he was sidestepping the question. 
 
    I swam to the bobbing X-10, which seemed a lot longer in the water. It took a bit of doing, but I straddled it as if the thing were a giant motorcycle. I had a bucket seat, a windshield and some controls under the wind or water shield. 
 
    “Take off your fins and stow them beside you,” McPherson said. “Then you can use the stirrups.” 
 
    She watched me from the water. 
 
    I took off the fins, thrust my feet into the stirrups and found the saddlebags, so to speak, to stow the giant fins. 
 
    McPherson went to the piloting seat and climbed aboard. 
 
    Philip straddled the area between us. 
 
    “How are you going to keep on?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” Philip said. 
 
    “Where are you air tanks?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t need any. My mask filters oxygen directly from the water just like a fish’s gills.” 
 
    “That sounds fancy,” I said. “Can you leave your mask when you use the portal?” 
 
    “Please,” Philip said. “We shouldn’t talk about that over this communications. It’s possible the Krekelens can pick that up.” 
 
    “Use code,” McPherson said. 
 
    “Got it,” I said. 
 
    Philip soon said he was ready. I was, too. We waited for McPherson. 
 
    Finally, she stared up the X-10 and we cast off the mooring lines. The underwater delivery vehicle drifted from the Duke Harry. 
 
    Most of the crew was up there, watching us. A few waved. I waved back. 
 
    McPherson steered or piloted, using motorcycle-like handlebars. The X-10 moved easily through the water. Then, it began to dive into the sea. 
 
    I looked back at the research vessel. Would I ever see these people again? Would I ever see land again? 
 
    “What’s our operational range?” I asked. 
 
    “Use code,” McPherson said. 
 
    “Well?” I asked, exasperated. 
 
    “Several hundred miles,” McPherson said, relenting. 
 
    I whistled inside my full-face mask. Then, the waves sloshed over my head as the X-10 took us down. I immediately hunkered lower on my seat. 
 
    “How come we aren’t using a mini-sub?” I asked. “That would make me feel a whole lot safer.” 
 
    “Quit complaining,” McPherson said. 
 
    I tested my breathing equipment, breathing faster. 
 
    “Slow your breathing rate. I can hear you over the phones. There’s no reason to worry. I know what I’m doing. Philip, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” the little hominid said. 
 
    “This doesn’t freak you out?” I asked. 
 
    There was a buzz of noise in my earphones. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked, sounding worried even to me. 
 
    “I suspect it’s jamming,” Philip said. 
 
    “From where?” I asked, trying to control my growing panic. Traveling underwater on this moving cigar was starting to freak me out. 
 
    “I suggest you dive as quickly and deeply as possible,” Philip said. 
 
    “Can you give me a reason?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “Depth charges,” Philip said flatly. 
 
    I shuddered. I’d gone fishing in Bhutan while in the Corps, using a grenade instead of a pole. You pulled the pin, tossed the grenade in the water and the blast caused concussions to the nearby fish. They floated up dead. We marines waded into the water and collected them for our supper. 
 
    That was exactly what depth charges could do to us. That would imply planes or helicopters dropping charges on us. 
 
    “What do you know that you’re not telling us?” I asked the hominid. 
 
    “Dive faster,” Philip urged. “Our lives may depend on it.” 
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    McPherson took us down on the X-10. The amount of ambient light reaching us dwindled the farther we dove, making everything dimmer and less visible. 
 
    The Persian Gulf was a polluted body of water, but not as bad as some places. It felt as if we were in the middle, the water clearer here than near Kuwait City, for instance. 
 
    Earlier, McPherson had explained light zones in a large body of water. Most marine life lived near the top where sunlight could reach and photosynthesis take place. In the bottom part of the ocean, there was no light, no photosynthesis and thus no photosynthetic growth of any sort. The few fishes and other marine life down there lived off the scraps that sank to their part of the world. A dead whale was a bonanza there, a big shark a rare prize. 
 
    Anyway, the Persian Gulf wasn’t that deep. The deepest part was supposedly three hundred and thirty feet. The average depth was a little over one hundred feet. 
 
    We were doing a technical dive, which for McPherson and me meant a weird mixture of gases in our air tanks. Diving far enough caused nitrogen to enter one’s bloodstream—more the deeper one went. That nitrogen took time to dissipate from the bloodstream as the diver rose. If he rose too fast, he got the bends: nitrogen bubbles in his blood. 
 
    It was all rather complicated. McPherson was our expert. I did and planned to do whatever she told me regarding the dive. 
 
    I looked around as the light continued to dim. I didn’t see any sharks. I didn’t see much of anything at all. 
 
    At that point, however, I heard a muffled explosion. 
 
    I hunched lower on my seat and looked up. Seconds later, a shockwave struck. It hurt my ears and I could feel pressure against the plate of my full-face mask. 
 
    I swallowed painfully. Was I going to die from a depth-charge concussion like one of those fish in Bhutan? 
 
    The pressure lessened, and the sense of imminent danger passed. 
 
    “Did you guys feel that?” I asked. 
 
    “You must move the X-10 forward, quickly,” Philip said. 
 
    “Roger that,” McPherson said. 
 
    I wanted to ask why, but I think I already knew the answer. I kept looking up, and I saw pieces of metal coming down. More followed. 
 
    “Is that the remains of the Duke Harry?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” McPherson asked sharply. She looked back, and swore. “Did you know this was going to happen?” 
 
    “Are you referring to me?” asked Philip. 
 
    “Who else?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “Know is an odd word,” Philip said slowly. “I had a suspicion, at least.” 
 
    “You should have told me so I could have told them to prepare for it,” McPherson said. 
 
    I was sure Philip would have never warned us, though. Would we have agreed to this if we’d known everyone aboard the Duke Harry could die? Philip knew the answer to that. Thus, he’d kept quiet about the possibility beforehand. At least, that was my take. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Philip said. “I’m sorry for that. We must continue and finish the mission, for their sakes, if nothing else.” 
 
    “You couldn’t care less about them,” I said angrily. “That means those are just words and you’re a bastard of the first order.” 
 
    Instead of answering me, Philip looked at a device he held. “We must correct our course. There are—left, left, go left.” 
 
    McPherson hesitated only a moment. Then, she turned the X-10 hard left. 
 
    “Give us maximum acceleration,” Philip said. 
 
    We sped up. I hunkered lower so the water shield protected me more. 
 
    Philip kept studying his device. 
 
    “What do you see?” I asked. 
 
    “Not now,” Philip told me. 
 
    I wanted to slap the back of his head. Soon, I was going to do just that. Beyond him, McPherson hunched lower like a motorcycle racer. 
 
    “Ah,” Philip said, as he studied his little device. 
 
    I twisted around, staring into the murky water. I saw another piece of the Duke Harry sinking into the depths. 
 
    It hit me then. This was never going to work. “We need to abort.” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “That’s a terrible idea. We must forge on.” 
 
    “How are we getting back to shore?” I asked. “With the Duke Harry gone, our only vehicle is the X-10. Thus, we have to conserve battery power if we’re going to survive. Going deep takes more power. Isn’t that what you said?” 
 
    “Yes,” McPherson said. A few seconds passed. “I think Bayard is correct. It’s time to abort.” 
 
    “Bayard is not correct,” Philip said. “We’ve reached the critical area and slipped past their outer patrols. Now, we must reach the portal so I can cross to my next assignment.” 
 
    “The Iranian speedboats were the patrols?” I asked. 
 
    “The upper patrols, yes,” Philip said. “I’m referring to their underwater patrols.” 
 
    “Were there Krekelen dudes on X-10s just now? Is that what you saw on your little screen?” 
 
    “The Krekelen agents use a different form of propulsion from the X-10,” Philip said. 
 
    “But Krekelen agents are in the water with us?” 
 
    “They’re nearby,” Philip admitted. “But you already knew that.” 
 
    “Do they have an underwater base here?” McPherson asked. 
 
    Philip didn’t respond. 
 
    McPherson slowed down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Philip said. 
 
    “Do the Krekelens have an underwater base here?” McPherson asked again. 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said, sounding reluctant. 
 
    “A big base?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “It depends on what you mean by big.” 
 
    “Does the base help the Krekelens guard the portal?” I asked. 
 
    “…In a manner of speaking,” Philip said. “Look. This is a mission. We can do this. We’re professionals. We must continue.” 
 
    “McPherson, do you get the feeling our little hominid has been snowing us the entire time?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Philip said smoothly. “I—” He fell silent as he peered at his device and then his masked face jerked leftward. 
 
    I looked that way, too, and I gasped. Three huge Great Whites zoomed out of the murk, heading straight for us. 
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    “Sharks!” I shouted. 
 
    “I can hear you just fine,” Philip said. “There is no need for such volume.” 
 
    “Screw you, dude,” I shouted. “McPhersons, sharks are coming at nine o’clock. Three huge Great Whites.” 
 
    “I see them,” McPherson said in a strained voice. 
 
    “You might have told us they were coming,” I told Philip. 
 
    As I spoke, McPherson turned the X-10 yet again and opened up the throttle, attempting to flee the sharks. 
 
    “You can’t outrun them,” Philip said. 
 
    McPherson gave a strangled laugh. It was clear she was going to try. 
 
    I twisted back and saw one of the Great Whites zoom toward us. I remembered reading somewhere that Great Whites could accelerate to thirty-five miles per hour for short bursts. That was much faster than our X-10, I was sure. 
 
    “Here it comes,” I shouted. 
 
    “Use a bang stick,” McPherson shouted. 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “It isn’t going to eat us.” 
 
    I had no idea how McPherson knew that I’d forgotten about the bang sticks. I held them both. I shifted one around as we sped away and as the monster of a shark raced at us. That thing could move. It opened its jaws and turned sideways. The sight nearly froze me. Fortunately, I still had enough presence of mind left. 
 
    I lowered the bang stick, feeling like a knight in a joust. The Great White zoomed, leading with its wicked snout. I held my lance—I held the bang stick, and I thrust, jabbing my lance at the beast’s snout. The cartridge jammed against the snout and I heard a sharp report. 
 
    The bang stick had done its job, forcefully blowing air into the Great White along with many shotgun pellets. Blood welled in a surreal gush, and the beautiful but deadly shark lost the coherence of its charge. It twisted in the water and immediately dropped back as it began to sink. 
 
    In reality, we continued our heading. It lost most of its speed and thus seemed to drop back. 
 
    Whatever the case, I laughed in glee, feeling like Sir Lancelot in his prime. 
 
    I hardly had time to gloat, however. Another massive Great White flashed at us. 
 
    “Have at thee, varlet,” I roared, using both hands to bring my final bang stick into play. I’d released the first, and it hung there in the water. 
 
    “Stop it,” Philip said. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    I’m sure I squinted at the Great White. I’d slain the first beast. I could do it again with the second. 
 
    “Bayard, are you listening to me?” Philip asked. 
 
    The shark neared, coming at us with arrow speed. 
 
    I timed it perfectly, thrusting the bang stick, repeating my earlier performance. 
 
    “Kill!” I roared. 
 
    The second Great White lost its momentum and tumbled, blood oozing everywhere. Then, it also began to sink into the depths. 
 
    “You’re amazing, Bayard,” McPherson laughed. 
 
    Then the third Great White began to its charge. 
 
    “Philip,” I shouted. “Give me your phasor. I’ll deal with this one as well.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Philip said. 
 
    I didn’t have time to face forward and smack the little hominid a good one across the head. I faced the Great White— 
 
    What the—? 
 
    Three more Great Whites charged behind it. They seemed to come in formation. 
 
    “McPherson,” I shouted. “There are four sharks.” 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “They’re spreading out like fighter jets,” I said. 
 
    McPherson screamed. 
 
    I looked forward. 
 
    Seven Great Whites waited ahead of us, none of them were moving but all watching us, or seeming to. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I shouted. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Philip said. “The sharks are part of the defensive system.” 
 
    McPherson turned the X-10 sharply left, and we zoomed that way. 
 
    All nine Great Whites swam faster, catching up with us in moments. They circled our craft, some above, some below and the rest to the sides. 
 
    “Psi-masters,” I said with sudden understanding. “Psi-masters must be controlling the beasts.” 
 
    “Finally,” Philip said. “One of you shows some sense.” 
 
    I turned the right way in my seat. “You knew psi-masters controlled Great Whites down here?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. 
 
    McPherson slowed down. 
 
    The sharks immediately slowed to match the X-10’s new velocity. 
 
    “If they meant to kill us,” Philip said, “these new Great Whites would have attacked in tandem with the first. We must go where they demand.” 
 
    “You’re talking about surrendering to the Krekelens,” I said. 
 
    “That’s better than dying,” Philip said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Without conscious thought, I reached forward and wrapped my hands around Philip’s scrawny neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Philip said. “Stop this at once.” 
 
    “I can break his neck,” I told McPherson. “This little creep sold us out. I bet the price for him using the portal was to lead us to the Krekelens as prisoners.” 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” Philip said in a strained voice. 
 
    “Shut up or I’ll kill you.” I gave his neck a good squeeze to let him know I meant it. 
 
    Over the headphones, I heard Philip gasp and wheeze. It made me grin. At least I’d take the traitor down with us. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” McPherson said. “This was a trap. Philip—Go ahead, Bayard. Kill him.” 
 
    “Wait,” Philip wheezed. “I know how to win free of this.” 
 
    “You mean your phasor?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Philip said. “Unhand me. I have to dig it out.” 
 
    I let go, wanting to find a way to escape the Great Whites and captivity to the dread Krekelens. There was no telling what kind of horrible tortures the aliens would practice on us. 
 
    “You’d better hurry,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Philip said. “Here it is.” 
 
    I glanced at the flanking Great Whites. 
 
    I caught an odd motion then. I turned toward Philip. The slippery little bastard swung around the X-10, pushing off the bottom of the craft and away from us. 
 
    “Thank you for taxiing me here,” Philip said. “I really do wish you the best, after a fashion, anyway.” 
 
    “McPherson,” I said. 
 
    At that point, a slender rod of a torpedo sped out of the depths at us. 
 
    The sharks all fled. 
 
    I expected the small torpedo to explode. I wondered if I would feel myself dying. Instead of that happening, however, the warhead of the torpedo burst into intense bright light. The light flashed in cycles of varying intensity. It was the last thing I remembered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -11- 
 
      
 
    My head hurt like crazy, a pounding that refused to quit. It told me I couldn’t be dead. Maybe I would have been better off that way. 
 
    I groaned, opened my eyes and immediately closed them. Light caused my head to explode with agony. The light shined brightly from overhead. 
 
    “He’s awake,” someone said in English. 
 
    I wanted to ask who was there. Instead, I stifled my next groan and concentrated on my senses. I didn’t wear a full-face mask. It didn’t feel as if my wrists or ankles were shackled. I lay on something soft. The air I breathed had a damp, humid quality. 
 
    “We know you’re awake,” a man said. 
 
    “My head hurts,” I said, while keeping my eyes shut. 
 
    “That’s an aftereffect of the light grenade. It rendered you unconscious but without destroying your diving equipment or you.” 
 
    I forced my eyes open, squinted and hunched at the painful light shining down at me and endured throbbing in my brain. Dimly, I perceived two people standing over me. 
 
    The overhead lights dimmed. 
 
    “Does that help?” someone asked. 
 
    The throbbing lessened and the stabbing pain quit. The blurs of people turned into two individuals of medium height with thick mops of black hair. They looked identical and reminded me of one of the Monkees in an old 60s sitcom on Nick at Night I’d seen growing up. Each wore green hospital garb with goggles hanging around their necks. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked weakly. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” the one said. “I’ll ask the questions.” 
 
    I didn’t nod, as that would hurt. Instead, I looked around. 
 
    The room was bare but for my elevated cot. I wore briefs and nothing else. There was no sign of any clothes or shoes. The room was small, barely large enough for the three of us. I noticed a hatch with a small, reinforced window. 
 
    A bearded man glanced through it, his red eyes peering into mine. 
 
    I quailed. 
 
    The two men in the room with me turned toward the hatch. 
 
    The bearded man, a Krekelen shape-shifter, no doubt—the red eyes had given him away—was gone. 
 
    “Trouble?” the same man asked. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
    The man with a mop of black hair smiled. “Do you want to leave this room anytime soon? If so, you must cooperate with us.” 
 
    “Where’s McPherson?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh! Is that her name?” 
 
    I froze, and silently cursed myself for being a fool to give away such information, and then I wondered about that. Would he have asked that if they’d wanted such information? 
 
    “What’s your name?” the man asked. 
 
    The second man hadn’t said anything so far. He watched me closely, though. 
 
    I glanced at his hands. They were empty. 
 
    “We need to call you something,” the first said in a mild tone. 
 
    I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. There was no doubt about it. The air was humid, wetter than anything I’d breathed before. What was the significance of that? 
 
    I opened my eyes and found them both observing me. 
 
    “What happened to Philip?” I asked. 
 
    The one who spoke smiled again, showing me his perfectly white teeth this time. They were smaller than normal. 
 
    “Do you feel well enough to eat?” the man asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    He nodded to his twin. The twin went to the hatch, ran his fingers over a pad and it clicked. He opened the hatch and exited, closing it with a thump behind him. 
 
    “Now we can talk freely,” the other man told me. 
 
    “Confidential like?” 
 
    He nodded as he smiled, showing me those suspiciously small teeth. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
    “Please, you must desist thinking you can receive replies from me. You invaded our place. You’re the one who needs to answer to us.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Let’s start with your name.” 
 
    “Bruce,” I said. 
 
    He frowned. “I want to know your real name.” 
 
    “Frank,” I said. “It’s Frank Torres.” 
 
    “No, it’s Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, Mr. Bayard. I suggest you cooperate, and do so immediately.” 
 
    I finally felt good enough to do more than just lie here. Thus, I sat up, slid my legs off the cot and pushed up so I swayed on my feet. 
 
    The man backed up, watching me warily. I towered over him and could have weighed three times as much. 
 
    “Let’s play a new game,” I said. 
 
    He watched me even more carefully. 
 
    I shoved off the cot and staggered at him, bringing up my hands. 
 
    He produced a tubular device, pressed a button and thrust the tube at me. It touched my skin and went ZAP! 
 
    My knees unhinged and the floor came rushing up. I heard a thud. I think it meant I’d slammed my head against the tiles. Once more, it was the last thing I remembered. 
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    I might have dreamed. 
 
    I woke up gasping, reaching up while sucking down humid air as hard and as fast as I could. I’d been drowning in my dream, swallowing water and thrashing to no avail. It had been a horrible feeling. 
 
    I opened bleary eyes, sitting up in a dimly lit chamber. I sat on a hard cot with a stiff cushion for a pillow. I wore the green hospital clothes of the others I’d seen earlier. I wore green-colored paper slippers as well. 
 
    A dread feeling took hold. Had Krekelens operated on me? 
 
    Sliding off the cot, I removed the garments and checked my body. I didn’t find any stitches or healing incisions. I felt my scalp and breathed with relief. I don’t think they’d operated on me…yet. 
 
    I put on the clothes. Barely in time, it turned out. 
 
    The lights brightened. 
 
    I was in a far larger chamber this time. There were steel machines throughout the chamber, with a large wall screen farthest from me. My cot had wheels on the bottom, with brakes presently locked on them. 
 
    Double doors opened and a tall lean man with three bodyguards behind him headed toward me. The man wore wraparound dark sunglasses and a long white lab coat with expensive slacks, shirt and shoes. The bodyguards were heavyset and wore SWAT gear, including helmets, carried shields and truncheons. Visors covered their eyes, but I felt the intensity of their stares. 
 
    The tall lean man leading them had arrogant features like some ancient aristocrat with red hair. His fingers were long and the nails polished, and he wore a large ring with a green stone. 
 
    I didn’t like him. I think I knew why. 
 
    “Are you a Krekelen?” I asked. 
 
    The man halted several feet from me. The SWAT-armored bodyguards spread out behind him. 
 
    “You are Jake Bayard the Traveler,” the lean man said. He spoke arrogantly, with a weird accent. 
 
    I imagined I could feel heat radiating from him. Krekelens had much higher core body temperatures than humans. They were reptilian by nature. I believe they knew themselves to be ugly bastards, one of the reasons they shape-shifted into something else so readily. 
 
    “My name is Rull,” he said. 
 
    “That sounds like a Krekelen name,” I said. 
 
    “I am second-in-command of the underwater base.” 
 
    “We’re underwater?” 
 
    He smiled sardonically. “You’ve perfected your idiot act, which matches your hulking stature. Meaning, it is most convincing. However, I know differently. You’re dangerous after a fashion.” He indicated the bodyguards. “I felt it advisable to let you see your fate should you attempt anything contrary. I could render you unconscious easily enough myself. I do not care to indulge in such antics, however. Do you comprehend what I’m saying?” 
 
    “Sure.” He was a dick and proud of it. 
 
    My stomach rumbled, and I realized I was ravenously hungry and thirsty. 
 
    “How long have I been down here?” I asked. 
 
    “To give you greater reason for proper cooperation, I now inform you that we hold your confederate hostage for your good behavior.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes,” I said, thinking fast. “Philip is my good friend. I beg of you to go easy on him.” 
 
    Rull cocked his head. “I refer to the female, of course.” 
 
    “Our moron pilot?” I shrugged. “She’s a damn fool. Do what you want with her.” 
 
    After a moment, Rull smiled wearily. “I comprehend. You wish to deceive me into thinking Colonel McPherson means nothing to you. I know otherwise. Philip—I don’t believe you like him. You feel he deceived you by leading you here.” 
 
    “Can I speak with him? I want to make sure Philip’s all right.” What I really wanted was to get my hands on the little hominid and wring the life out of him. He must have lied to us all down the line. 
 
    “You don’t understand yet, do you?” 
 
    “Ah…” I said. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Rull turned abruptly, marching to the large screen on the wall. The three SWAT types remained watching me. Rull halted and turned around. 
 
    “Are you coming, Traveler?” Rull asked. 
 
    I headed toward the three guards. They parted. One of them gripped his truncheon tighter, his knuckles whitening. Two of them flanked me. The other brought up the rear. I could feel him back there, eager to crack my skull. 
 
    Could I take these three in a fight, armed as they were? Maybe on my best day. As I headed for the waiting Rull, I realized I still felt groggy. That meant it was time to watch and learn, and maybe get a bite to eat in the process. 
 
    Rull resumed his progress before I reached him. He stood in front of the screen, standing before a console. He began to manipulate controls with those long fingers of his. 
 
    I halted parallel with him, although separated by a good ten feet. The three bodyguards stayed close to me, each leaning my way as if to show how ready they were to start swinging at me in earnest. 
 
    “Behold,” Rull said, “the base.” 
 
    The wall screen activated, and I noticed the murky quality, indicating I viewed underwater. An unmanned vehicle slid into view, a light shining from it. The small vehicle headed toward what at first appeared as a cliff face. A moment later, I discerned an archaic block-on-block building. The blocks were half-merged into the underwater cliff. Lights glowed from various windows. 
 
    “We are in the base,” Rull said. 
 
    I frowned, pointing at the massive underwater structure. “You’re telling me that’s your base?” 
 
    Rull stared at me. 
 
    “You guys built that?” I asked. 
 
    Rull still did not respond. 
 
    “McPherson—I mean Philip, is in the base, too?” I asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Rull said. 
 
    I nodded. “The base is impressive. When did you guys build it?” 
 
    Rull smiled and examined the controls. He tapped a sequence of them. The scene switched as the underwater base disappeared. In its place, I saw underwater cranes, sleds and men in diving suits moving giant cables. A great shining source of light on the seabed illuminated everything. 
 
    Whatever showed the scene, descended toward the light. Something resembling a scaffold surrounded… 
 
    I leaned closer to the wall screen and then took several steps toward it. I thought to see broken sections of a giant saucer spread out around a pulsating light, a giant ball of light. It would have been in the center of the flying saucer—if that were what I was seeing. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked, pointing at the thing. 
 
    “As you have no doubt surmised,” Rull said. “It is an ancient spaceship.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s the glowing part?” 
 
    Rull nodded. “Philip believes it’s a portal. We are not yet convinced of that.” 
 
    I tried to keep my voice even. “A portal leading to where?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rull said. “That is precisely the correct question, given it’s a portal.” 
 
    I turned to him. “You don’t know what it is or where it might lead?” 
 
    A wintery smile appeared on his face. “Do you?” 
 
    I turned to the screen again. I tried to discern the reason for the scaffold, the reason for the underwater equipment. I chewed on the inside of my left cheek. Then, I glanced at Rull as he stared at the supposed portal, the great ball of light in the seabed. If it was part of an ancient spaceship and had crashed eons ago… 
 
    “You didn’t build the underwater base,” I said, reaching an obvious conclusion. 
 
    Rull turned to me sharply. He chuckled then, perhaps to cover up his surprise at my remark. “Why would you say something so clearly wrong?” 
 
    “Gut feeling,” I said, although it was a logical deduction. The base and crashed spaceship were old. If the Krekelens had been here all this time, they would have already figured out the ball of light, not rushing to do it now. 
 
    “Your gut is deceiving you,” Rull said. 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate?” 
 
    “I could.” 
 
    Rull waited, but I said no more. He finally added, “Then do so.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He stared at me through his sunglasses, just stared, saying nothing more, perhaps trying to match my previous silence. 
 
    I considered that even as I met his shaded scrutiny. The Krekelens had treated me nicely for them, at least so far. The tube shock by the mop-haired human might not have been nice… 
 
    I cocked my head. The two mop-haired twins had both exhibited small teeth, as if they’d kept their baby teeth and had never grown adult ones like the rest of us. That definitely implied something. I just didn’t know what. Now, Rull, the likely Krekelen, put up with what he must consider as my rude behavior. What did that mean? 
 
    Well…he wanted something from me was one possibility. Did he think I knew more than I did? What did I know? What did he think I knew? Maybe it was time to try to string Rull along. 
 
    I smiled, nodding. “So…you’re not sure yet, are you?” 
 
    Rull turned back to the wall screen. Then, he turned to the bodyguards as if he’d made a decision. Maybe he had. 
 
    They put away their truncheons and drew big fat pistols. The pistols lacked barrels in the usual sense, as the barrel of each didn’t have an orifice a bullet would travel through when fired. Instead, each barrel was a solid bar with a silvery tip. 
 
    “Being shot with one of those is most unpleasant,” Rull told me. “Know that my guards will shoot you if you make any sudden or suspicious moves.” 
 
    “Why are you scared of me all of a sudden?” I asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” Rull said. “It’s time for you to see McPherson.” 
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    Rull walked ahead down a short steel corridor. The SWAT guards followed me. I looked back once. Each of them kept his weird gun aimed at my back. I had no doubt they’d fire, and I had no doubt it would render me unpleasantly unconscious. 
 
    Rull opened a hatch, ducking through. I followed him into a large chamber that showed a large aquarium. Behind thick clear glass was swaying marine plants and fish swimming about. I spied a Great White and then I saw McPherson. 
 
    She wore a fully enclosed helmet over her head and a skintight suit over the rest of her body, including her hands and feet. A tube was attached to the helmet, the tube leading to the stony ground of the aquarium. Bubbles fled her helmet every so often, leaving by a vent. Through the glass visor, I saw that her eyes were closed. She drifted in the water, with tethers attached to her ankles. Her chest rose and fell slightly, indicating that she breathed as if asleep. 
 
    Rull turned to look at me. He still wore his wraparound sunglasses. 
 
    I didn’t have to look back to know the SWAT guards grew tense behind me. 
 
    “She’s asleep?” I asked. 
 
    “In something akin to an induced coma,” Rull said. 
 
    “Why’s she in there?” 
 
    A second Great White appeared, swimming lazily around her drifting body. 
 
    “It seems like suitable confinement for now,” Rull said. “Rescue is nearly impossible, and it shows that we have no wish to tamper with her while you’re away.” 
 
    “Why would that be important?” 
 
    “Do you agree she’s McPherson?” 
 
    I looked at her again. I was pretty sure. She had the right shape, and it was her face. I couldn’t come up with a reason for a Krekelen to be mimicking her in there for my benefit. 
 
    “It’s Colonel McPherson,” I said. 
 
    “She’ll remain here during the interim, awaiting your return.” 
 
    “What interim? You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “If you should choose to stay away, at best she will die. At worst, we shall program her to hunt you down and kill you, providing you make it back to Earth some other way.” 
 
    “You make it sound as if I’m going to Travel somewhere for you.” 
 
    The slightest of grins touched his lips. 
 
    I frowned, and I looked again at McPherson. Was this creep suggesting I’d leave the colonel behind as hostage for my return? I couldn’t leave her with Krekelens. They’d do things to her, use a psi-master to try to remold her thinking. What Rull was suggesting was out of the question. 
 
    “Have you seen enough?” Rull asked. 
 
    “I’m not Traveling anywhere for you guys.” 
 
    “No? Philip suggested otherwise.” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t care what that little hominid thinks. He’s a…” I trailed off. 
 
    “This is a new twist to your idiotic acting,” Rull said. “You would almost have me believe you dislike Philip. You would have me think in your anger you’re saying things you normally would not.” Rull shook his head. “We are not so easily deceived.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” Rull said. “If you’re convinced this is Colonel McPherson…” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I need to touch her. I need to speak to her.” 
 
    “That will not be possible.” 
 
    “You mean you’re not going to permit it. Obviously, it’s possible.” 
 
    “Not for you,” Rull said. 
 
    I wanted to rush him and pound his head against the deck. 
 
    Behind me, one of the guards hissed a warning. 
 
    I eased back, surprised I’d been so obvious. 
 
    “That was smart,” Rull said. “The delay waiting for you to recover from the stunning would endanger McPherson. The longer you’re gone, the more likely she’ll suffer while in the induced coma.” 
 
    “Take her out of the coma.” 
 
    “No,” Rull said, “as that is your assurance that we aren’t tampering with her while you’re gone. We’re…how do you say? We’re playing square with you, Mr. Bayard. We’re doing so in the hope you shall play square with us.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “We are quite serious, I assure you. This is…” Rull gave me an insincere smile. “I’ll leave it at that. If you’re convinced this is McPherson, we shall meet with Philip and make the official arrangements.” 
 
    My hands unconsciously clenched as if I were throttling the little hominid. He’d lied to… 
 
    I heard a hiss again from one of the guards behind me. I also saw Rull become tense. 
 
    I eased the tension from my shoulders. They were wary of me. That was wise on their part. I was starting to rethink my assessment about taking on the three SWAT dudes and the Krekelen. The way I was feeling right now, I could tear down the entire underwater base. 
 
    I looked at McPherson floating in the water, unconscious. Her helmet and the lifeline—I squeezed my fingers into fists. They’d better not harm her. 
 
    “Come on,” I said in a low voice. “Let’s get this meeting over with.” 
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    The three of us sat at a crazy low table as if made for kindergarteners. The chairs were adult-sized. Plexiglass or some other clear substance surrounded us and showed the water outside. Outer lights lit it up, and once I saw a fish, a big fat dark sucker. He seemed confused and hurried away. 
 
    Rull, Philip and I sat at the low, oblong table. At the one windowless wall stood six SWAT-armored guards. Half aimed their visors at me, the rest at Philip. 
 
    We each sat at an equidistant point from the other, Rull with his back to the guards. The Krekelen—who continued to wear his dark sunglasses—had several computer slates in front of him on the table. Philip had one small flat device on the table. I had an empty plate with a fork, having eaten tri-tip and brown rice, and stared at an empty glass. It had been full of Gatorade. 
 
    I had yet to look at Philip directly. I wanted to keep my cool and didn’t know if I could do it staring at his smug ape features. 
 
    “I felt it advisable to speak with the two of you before you attempted to breach the portal,” Rull said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I said. 
 
    “I ask you to forgo your normal retarded routine, Mr. Bayard,” Rull said. “I’m sure Philip has spoken to you about the portal. You know exactly what we’re talking about.” 
 
    I glanced at Philip. The little hominid leaned back in his chair, with his apish hands interlaced behind his furry head. He pretended ease and indifference to all this. 
 
    “That works for me,” Philip said. “What do you say, Bayard?” He looked at me. 
 
    As his gaze swept over me, I felt my face flush and my brain heat up. 
 
    Philip must have noticed, as he brought his hands down so they fell upon his device on the table. 
 
    Something about that halted a building tirade in me. 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Excellent,” Rull said. “As you no doubt both have noticed, my security detail lines the wall behind me. In the unfortunate circumstance that we cannot come to an agreement, they shall beat the two of you to death in front of me. It will be the least I can do to assuage my anger.” 
 
    “That sounds a bit extreme,” Philip said. 
 
    Rull shook his head. “It will be an enjoyable experience for me, as I have many reasons to heartily dislike you both.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. “I never did anything to you.” 
 
    Rull shook his head again, not deigning to look at me just now. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, bewildered by his attitude. I had reasons to hate the two of them, but they didn’t have any reasons to dislike me. 
 
    “We’re not here to bicker,” Philip said in a reasonable tone. “We’re here to strike a deal beneficial to each of us. Rull, you want to know what the alien machine does. Bayard, you’re a Traveler with the urge to go wherever adventure leads.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose even higher. What was the little twerp saying? 
 
    “I’m from the Institute, and wish to add this to my researched items on the Planet Earth. It’s an interesting discovery. How old do you think it is?” 
 
    “That is privileged information,” Rull said. 
 
    “Come, come,” Philip said. “Its age will help us explore the possibilities. Like me, you surely desire to know exactly what it is.” 
 
    Rull pursed his lips. “We don’t know its age. We found it—” 
 
    “And the underwater base,” Philip said into Rull’s sudden silence. “Did you find them both at the same time?” 
 
    Rull glanced at me and then regarded Philip. “The spaceship’s age is a mystery.” 
 
    “You’re saying that the spaceship crashed down here?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Rull said. “What other possibility do you suppose?” 
 
    “Why…that the ship landed sometime in thirteen thousand B.C.,” I said. 
 
    “What?” asked Rull. 
 
    “There are pyramids and ziggurats down here, right?” I asked. 
 
    Philip cleared his throat. 
 
    I glanced at him. 
 
    He shook his hominid head the slightest bit. 
 
    “What’s this?” Rull said. “Why are you secretly trying to signal Bayard? What are you implying by that?” 
 
    Philip chuckled in a good-natured manner. “I’ve been having a joke on Bayard. I told him ancient man built pyramids down here.” 
 
    “He believed such nonsense?” Rull asked. “Did you tell him that ancient man was aquatic perhaps?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “I led him to believe this area used to be dry land.” 
 
    “But that’s preposterous,” Rull said. “This region has always been underwater.” 
 
    I stared at Philip. Was the story of the ice age and coastal flooding a huge lie? Had ancient or antediluvian men never lived down here and erected pyramids? Why had Philip said men had lived here then? 
 
    I hung my head as I considered the possibilities. Philip had woven a story in order to get me here. I think the little hominid meant for me to join him on his stupid quest the entire time. Did that mean he’d deliberately had McPherson come along so the Krekelens could use her as a hostage for my good behavior? 
 
    I scowled, and I had another idea. Maybe he’d had me bring McPherson so he could make sure I’d go. She was a hostage for my good behavior, but Philip wanted that good behavior as much as the Krekelens did. 
 
    There was one thing bothering me. 
 
    “Why are you letting us do this?” I asked Rull. 
 
    “Eh?” Rull asked. 
 
    “Why are you willing to let Philip and me use the portal?” 
 
    A wintery smile appeared once again on the shape shifter’s face. “That is an astute question, Mr. Bayard. I believe I shall let you ponder it. If you still wonder when you return, you can ask me again.” 
 
    “And you’ll let McPherson and me leave this place?” I asked. 
 
    “You have my word on that,” Rull said. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    He smiled back. 
 
    I think we both knew that his word was worth less than my weakest fart. He knew I’d try to find a way to rescue McPherson. How would he attempt to prevent that? 
 
    I glanced at Philip. Was that the answer to all this? Was Philip in reality a Krekelen spy? No…I didn’t buy that. I could refuse to go. At best, Rull would have McPherson and me shot. I didn’t want to contemplate the worst he could do. 
 
    This was a predicament all right. 
 
    “You really think that thing is a portal?” I asked Philip. 
 
    The hominid nodded. 
 
    “A portal to where?” 
 
    Philip shrugged. 
 
    I turned to Rull. “And if I agree to this?” 
 
    “We will outfit you as you request and you will make the attempt.” 
 
    I hesitated. I hated this. I didn’t really know what was at stake here. Why would Philip want me along if he knew I hated him for screwing McPherson and me? The little hominid had a plan. What it could be, I had no idea. 
 
    “I’ll go,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Rull said. “I expected nothing less.” 
 
    I turned to Philip. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Now is as good as time as any,” Philip said. 
 
    “Yes,” Rull said. “I agree. Mr. Bayard?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said, feeling bad about running out on McPherson. This felt too much like what had happened with the Duke Harry. I knew Philip didn’t care, but I loathed the idea of leaving McPherson behind with the ministrations of the Krekelens. These were Krekelen shape shifters, right? 
 
    That would probably be one of the many things I was going to find out the hard way. 
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    Rull and his boys allowed me to pick from an arsenal of standard human weapons. I chose a combat knife, a .45-caliber handgun, a heavy-duty .45-caliber rifle and several fragmentation grenades. I also packed a canteen, some rations and a backpack. 
 
    That all went into a watertight duffel-type-bag. 
 
    Soon, I was in a small submersible with Philip. The six SWAT guards were with us, the hominid on one side of them and me on the other. 
 
    Rull hadn’t joined us. 
 
    From our location in the sub, we couldn’t see anything outside. This was the diving chamber, our gear on the floor. 
 
    The trip proved short and silent, with few words among us. There were clangs and hisses, and then an order came through a loudspeaker, telling us it was time to depart. 
 
    I looked through the guards at Philip. “Any special instructions?” 
 
    My voice sounded odd to me. I was wound tight and it showed. Little Philip—I wanted to rip the dude apart. 
 
    “We’ll have communications with each other while underwater,” Philip said lightly. “It’s a similar setup to the ultrasound we used earlier. Naturally, the people aboard the submarine will listen in to assess the situation along with us.” 
 
    “How do we activate the portal?” 
 
    “Leave that part to me,” Philip said. 
 
    “Why do you want me along anyway?” 
 
    “Mr. Bayard, this is a significant moment in history. You should treat it as such.” 
 
    “Like when antediluvian men built the pyramids down here?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    “A few falsehoods do not negate the greater truth.” 
 
    I snorted, shaking my head. I’d have to remember that Philip made stuff up to suit his needs, which was mainly to get others to do what he desired. Unless he can back up his facts with proof, distrust what he says. It seemed like a good rule when dealing with the hominid. 
 
    The guards started to became anxious. 
 
    I knew why. So I got off my butt and began to don the diving gear. This was a bitter moment. The Krekelens had McPherson. What would the reptilian shape shifters do to her after we left through the so-called portal? 
 
    As I donned the diving gear, I thought about that. A spaceship had crashed long ago in the Persian Gulf. A huge underwater base had been constructed at some point in time. The block-on-block base had looked old when I’d viewed it, as part of the cliff. Was that camouflage, or did it mean the base was as old as Noah? If it was that old, how come the witch-hunting group had never heard of it before now? Wouldn’t that be too big a secret to keep for so long? 
 
    This was all rather confusing and mysterious. 
 
    I put on a full-face mask and flicked on the breathing tanks, inhaling from the weird mixture of gases. 
 
    Did Philip’s lies about antediluvian times call his story into question concerning his own origin? Did Philip really belong to an Institute of Homo habilis scientists? Had he walked the Earth for sixteen months, or had he come to our planet for the express purpose of reaching the so-called portal? In fact, did Philip really think to teleport or transfer through the glowing-light portal? Maybe he had something completely different in mind. Maybe the Homo habilis people had built the spaceship and Philip was part of the salvage team. 
 
    I hated not knowing. I hated this new method. I wanted to go back to my normal routine: that of journeying from one planet to another through the obelisk down in subterranean Antarctica. 
 
    I slipped on the giant fins and flopped-walked toward the airlock. One of the SWAT boys opened the hatch for me. I entered the chamber. The hatch closed behind me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, as I glanced about. “What about Philip? Isn’t he diving with me?” 
 
    No one answered, and I started to feel claustrophobic. 
 
    There were clangs and hisses, and cold water began to swirl at my feet. The airlock was starting to fill with water. 
 
    I turned on the comm unit in the full-face mask. “Philip. Why aren’t you coming?” 
 
    There was still no answer. 
 
    Through the mask, I stared down at the water. It was rising fast, and had already reached beyond my ankles. 
 
    With a sigh, I waited. It was a creepy feeling, let me tell you. Soon enough, water swirled around my chest, my neck and then covered my head.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed. Sounds clicked in my headphones. 
 
    “This is routine,” Phillip said over the phones. 
 
    “What am I doing in here alone?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t care to have you throttle me in the airlock,” Philip said. “Surely, that should be reason enough. Now, open the outer hatch.” 
 
    I turned around and turned a big metal wheel and shoved open the other hatch. I pushed out of the airlock to swim underwater into the Persian Gulf. 
 
    In seconds, I saw the size of the sub, maybe five times that of a Winnebago. The dive chamber must have been a quarter of the entire space. Two submarine pilots—if that was the correct term—watched me through heavy-duty glass. I waved to them. They ignored me. 
 
    With a shrug, I turned, and I held up a hand against the brightness down there. It was the light from the crashed flying saucer. This was a much bigger spaceship than the one the Draconians had used to leave Earth not so long ago. 
 
    I saw the other pieces lying around the pulsating light. The round area that glowed was beautiful. I had a moment to wonder if it was radioactive. 
 
    There was something bewitching about the light. I almost thought to hear a voice in my head. 
 
    I realized then that I’d been swimming down toward the light. There were machines set up at a distance from the— 
 
    The glowing alien bulb or machine was partway embedded into the seafloor. Mud and other substances surrounded the bottom part. The other pieces of the spaceship had barnacles and other marine growth. It was like an ancient sunken ship off the Spanish Main or maybe like a WWII U-boat that the British had destroyed with depth charges seventy or so years ago. 
 
    “Bayard, stop.” 
 
    I finally grew aware that the so-called voices were real, and they belonged to Philip shouting at me to stop what I was doing through the ultrasound comm system in my full-face mask. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Philip said over my earphones. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, noticing the tightness of my throat. 
 
    “Why are you swimming like one possessed?” 
 
    I blinked several times, and I felt a desire to continue swimming down to the light. “It’s beautiful,” I heard myself say. “Are you coming outside or not?” 
 
    “Soon,” Philip said. 
 
    I floated there in the depths, perhaps down around two hundred feet from the surface. I rotated, able to see the submarine and some of the machines on the seafloor. They were running, cataloging and measuring. 
 
    I felt a sense of amusement, and it did not come from me. It came from— 
 
    I rotated to stare down at the bright light from the giant globe. The sense of amusement came from it. Was the thing alive then? 
 
    The sense of amusement grew. 
 
    Or did something live in the globe down here in the Persian Gulf? 
 
    The amusement vanished. In its place was a wary watchfulness, observing me, I realized. 
 
    In a moment, I realized this was familiar to me. It felt like the presence in the subterranean obelisk. 
 
    “Can you hear me, globe?” I spoke the words so low that I don’t think the others heard them from the comm system. 
 
    I hear you, Traveler. 
 
    That came from the globe and spoke directly into my mind. Yes, it absolutely came from there. 
 
    “Can you send me to another planet?” 
 
    If that is your desire, yes. However, I am not like the station in subterranean Antarctica. I have a fixed send location and no other. 
 
    “Where is the location?” 
 
    Sixty-two light-years from Earth. That is the name of your planet, is it not? 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Do you know the same stuff that the station in subterranean Antarctica knows?” 
 
    Even though you are a Traveler, that is not a subject I plan to share with you. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    That is the wrong question. I can transfer you, Traveler. I hope you agree to that. 
 
    “Can you tell me why you want that?” 
 
    No, as it is against protocol. 
 
    “Did you arrive here in the spaceship?” 
 
    If you wish to Travel, you will have to swim closer to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said lowly. “I’m ready. Send me as soon as you can.” 
 
    I began swimming down again. 
 
    “Bayard, wait, I’m coming out.” That was Philip.  
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    “Think about McPherson,” Phillip said. “You want to save her, don’t you? That means you need to cooperate with me.” 
 
    That penetrated my thoughts, and it made me angry. McPherson wouldn’t be in this mess except for Philip’s lies. Still, I slowed down. 
 
    Time seemed to freeze, which was odd. Finally, though, I saw the hominid in his skintight suit and special mask swimming toward me. He carried a large bag on his back and watched a device that he held in his hands. 
 
    “Can Philip speak to you?” I asked softly. 
 
    There was no answer from the globe. 
 
    “Will you place me in a ziggurat?” I asked. 
 
    I am different from the stations you know. I am not part of their network. They are each a larva— 
 
    “Yes?” I said. 
 
    Cold silence filled my mind. The globe of light had quit speaking for a reason. 
 
    “Bayard,” Philip said. 
 
    I turned around. From several feet away, the little hominid stared at me through his mask. His eyes were round and huge, possibly frightened. 
 
    “I know why you wanted me along,” I said over the mask comm. 
 
    Philip chuckled as if I’d made a joke. 
 
    I was a Traveler. In some manner, I could activate this globe as none of them could, which included Philip. That meant he’d needed me here all along in order to use the portal. 
 
    With a snarl, hating leaving McPherson, I turned to the bright light and swam down toward it. 
 
    “Wait up,” Philip said. “Don’t swim so fast.” 
 
    I didn’t wait, but sped up, swimming down to the light that seemed to grow huge—and then the light engulfed me and my world, and a terrible sense of vertigo struck. 
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    This time it didn’t feel as if I stretched and lengthened outward toward the targeted location. This time, it felt as if I swam into the globe of light, as if I swam through corridors within it. 
 
    I passed many closed doors in the light. I couldn’t see them, but I could sense them. That must have had to do with my Traveler genes. Most of the doors were silent. I tried to understand why. 
 
    With a shiver, I realized those doors were empty. No. Not the doors. There was nothing behind them. The rooms or the worlds behind the doors—there was nothing there. That was frightening. 
 
    I continued swimming with this weird sense of vertigo. I couldn’t tell up from down or sideways. It was mere motion. I swam, sensed and yearned to open a door and go into… 
 
    Where did a door lead? 
 
    Ah. I felt a sense of existence, if that was the correct way to say it. 
 
    The vertigo vanished and I realized this door was to the far right of my present position in the globe of light. I didn’t have any sense of Philip. 
 
    With a shrug, I figured the little lying hominid could take care of himself. 
 
    I surged toward the door. It opened. I swam through and now a grim sense of lengthening took place. I thinned as I lengthened, and then, like a released rubber band, I snapped back into normal shape. That hurtled through— 
 
    My mouth must have opened. I saw spinning globes in utter darkness and what I believed were Saturn-like planets with diamond rings that glittered beautifully. I saw constellations, surges of brilliant light and twinkling stars that made my heart ache. I sensed intelligences and evil, dread evil waiting out there to pounce upon the unwary. 
 
    I shivered with alarm, shying away from the foul presences. 
 
    Then, a ribbon appeared below me. The ribbon stretched out farther than I could see. It was— 
 
    I found myself rushing down toward the ribbon. Was it a giant river? Was it—? 
 
    A road, it seemed like a road. The road rushed up, and I shouted with terror. It rushed up too fast. I was going to hit it at high speed and be crushed like a bug against a windshield on any given freeway. 
 
    I wanted to pray. I wanted to— 
 
    I screwed my eyes closed, held my breath and body as tightly as they could go. In terrible slow motion, I struck something, although it didn’t hurt, at least not right away. By degrees, I solidified into reality. 
 
    Soon, my body throbbed and my ears roared. I twisted this way and that, and it felt as if pieces of me finally caught up and slammed into my solidifying reality. Each piece made me groan and my inner being to ache. 
 
    Finally, it became too much, and I must have passed out. I’d been doing far too much of that lately. I’d have to put a stop to it. 
 
    Then, it didn’t matter, for I could no longer relate events, as I was no longer conscious. That likely meant I’d arrived wherever in the hell this was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    -17- 
 
      
 
    I must have started choking, and that woke me up. 
 
    My eyes flew open and I peered through a fogged lens of confusion. I tried to suck down air but nothing entered my lungs. 
 
    I wanted to roar for help. I thrashed, breathed harder and remembered something I’d seen as a kid. An older kid had shown me. He’d trapped a gopher in a live-trap cage. Then, he’d filled a bucket with water and dropped the small cage with the gopher in it into the bucket. 
 
    “Stop,” I’d cried. 
 
    He’d held me back as I’d tried to pull the trap-cage from the water. Instead, I saw the gopher drown almost instantly. 
 
    “The gopher panicked because he’s a stupid animal,” the older boy told me. “Remember that later when we go swimming. Panic will kill you faster than anything. Use your brain in tough spots, and it will keep you alive.” 
 
    That was a lot of memory for this moment. It came as a flash of insight. The cruel drowning death for the gopher had stuck in my mind for the rest of my life. 
 
    I was panicking like that gopher, and that meant I’d soon be dead. 
 
    I quit trying to suck down air that wouldn’t come. I focused on using my staring eyes. I saw the fogged lens in front of my face— 
 
    With a grunt, I used both hands and tore the full-face mask from my face. I tried breathing again, and blessed regular air poured into my lungs. I sucked raggedly for several seconds. It felt so good to breathe again. It was wonderful. I was alive and breathing— 
 
    I sat up, even though that set the back of my head to throbbing. I continued breathing and looked around. 
 
    I sat on a lonely ribbon of road. It was four times as broad as a regular two-lane freeway of the kind I’d driven in Nevada, the 395 on my way to Reno. 
 
    The road wasn’t made of blacktop, concrete or pavement. It felt metallic. 
 
    I saw Philip lying on the road, on his back. The little hominid wasn’t kicking, moaning or carrying on. Instead, his skintight-suit chest rose and fell normally, even though he wore a full-face mask. 
 
    Right, his took oxygen directly from water. That meant it could probably take oxygen from normal air just fine. It would keep doing that as long as the power pack had juice. 
 
    I decided to let him lie there a little longer as I tried to figure things out. 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    There were jagged yellow cliffs to the right and left of the road. The cliffs were about three miles away on each side, parallel to it. There was hard-packed sand and flat stone from the road to the towering cliffs. I didn’t see a spot of vegetation anywhere, not a weed or piece of lichen. 
 
    I breathed deeply through my nostrils. The air lacked regular substance, and that struck me as weird. It didn’t have any vibrancy to it, any life, although it gave me life well enough. 
 
    I looked up. There were no clouds, no sun although there were stars in the far background. The stars shined faintly in the deeper-than-normal sky blue of back home. There was light diffused in the sky, but I couldn’t see a source for it. 
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    Then, I cocked my head. 
 
    I cleared my throat again, listening to the sound. There was something missing to it. 
 
    With an effort of will, I climbed to my feet. The gravity felt normal enough. 
 
    I looked one way down the road. It all seemed similar with the hard-packed sand and flat stone and towering cliffs. This was a valley, a huge one; it seemed like. I looked in the other direction. It was the same. 
 
    I walked to the edge of the road. The metallic substance of the road was higher than the yellow rock that swept out toward the cliffs. I raised my booted foot—I’d torn off the fins earlier—and thought about stepping off the road onto the flat stone. 
 
    A grave feeling of wrongness struck me then. I quickly drew my foot back. I don’t know why, but I think stepping off the road like that would have destroyed me. 
 
    I chuckled uneasily. My lack of oxygen earlier must have fiddled with my thinking. I was still off. 
 
    I looked around again. Everything was the same. 
 
    With a sigh, I trudged back to my junk and duffel bag of stuff and then Philip lying farther beyond. 
 
    The swim through the globe of light had deposited me here. The globe of light—or the intelligence behind it—told me it could only send me to one location. Surely, this wasn’t it. There was nothing spectacular about this location. Was it really sixty-two light-years from Earth? 
 
    With a frown, I knelt on the road and rapped my knuckles against it. That didn’t hurt as badly as it should. 
 
    Scratching my head, I pondered that. Then, I hit the road again, harder, and it didn’t hurt much. The substance wasn’t spongy. It felt metallic— 
 
    I swore, stood and walked to Philip, staring down at him. I should kill him for what he’d done to McPherson. I could beat him raw. But there wasn’t anything else in this place, just him and me. I didn’t like the idea of being alone in this alien abode. 
 
    I toed the little hominid in the side. 
 
    He stirred and swatted at my foot. 
 
    I toed him harder. 
 
    He opened his eyes. They moved back and forth in their sockets. He made contact with my eyes. With a grunt, he tore off his full-face mask. 
 
    “Bayard?” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What—what happened?” 
 
    “You’re the expert,” I said. “You tell me.” 
 
    Slowly, he sat up, staring at one aspect of this place after another. He muttered something unintelligible and then looked at the next thing. Finally, he turned to me. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you remember after swimming toward the light?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. “I swam after you. That’s the last thing I remember.” 
 
    “How about the journey through the light?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head again. “I don’t remember a thing. Why, what happened?” 
 
    I looked at the road, the cliffs and the valley. The place felt surreal, off. I would go with “off,” trusting my judgment. I sat cross-legged in front of the hominid, giving him a hard stare. 
 
    “Okay, Philip. It’s time we had a heart-to-heart and you told me what’s really going on.” 
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    Philip the hundred-pound Homo habilis frowned at me as he climbed to his feet. 
 
    After a moment, I did, too. 
 
    His eyes studied me, and it felt as if wheels turned in his clever, lying brain. He turned away and tapped his right foot on the road. Had something caught his interest? He studied the road. Then, he shrugged off his backpack, letting it thump onto the metallic substance. He reached into the pack and rummaged around. To my surprise, he pulled out a half-crumbled pack of cigarettes, shook it, used his apish lips to grab one and his hand to pull away the pack. He produced a lighter and lit the cancer stick, sucking down smoke, holding it and only slowly letting the smoke out of his flat nostrils. 
 
    The smoke drifted in my direction and had an unfamiliar smell. I began to cough. 
 
    “It’s a filthy habit,” Philip told me. “I’ve been trying to stop. Events like this make it impossible.” He inhaled again, and his shoulders relaxed. He smoked for a time, reexamining the surroundings as he did so. 
 
    I waved away smoke and stepped around him so it no longer drifted to me. 
 
    “This isn’t your normal method of Travel, is it?” he asked, glancing at me sidelong. 
 
    “No,” I said, rubbing my nose. The smoke had stung. 
 
    He nodded slightly, finished the cigarette, dropped the butt and rubbed it out with the bottom toe of his shoe. “I was afraid of that. The Institute was afraid.” 
 
    The freakiness or new mode of Travel must have thrown me off. I’d forgotten some of my former suspicion of him. I’d vowed to be suspicious, and now I wanted answers so badly I was willing to listen to the lying hominid. The smoke drifting from his cigarette hadn’t helped, either. My forehead had started throbbing as I thought about what he’d said. 
 
    “Your fear is why you came to Earth?” I asked. 
 
    “Your Earth,” he said. 
 
    I rubbed my nose again, looking up afterward. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be hard to figure out.” 
 
    I thought about the statement. “Are you saying there’s more than one Earth?” 
 
    I noticed him glancing at me sidelong. How long had he been doing that? 
 
    “What did you say?” Philip asked. “Oh. Right…right, there’s more than one Earth. Yes. Exactly. That’s it.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Dimensional Travel?” 
 
    He paused a moment and his eyes seemed to shine. Then, he nodded emphatically. “Dimensional Travel isn’t exactly right, but that’s close enough to the mark.” 
 
    “Okay, Einstein, how about you explain it then.” 
 
    Philip stared at me as his eyes brightened. “Explaining is not allowed, so sorry. But if you can guess the answer…” 
 
    I frowned as my mind throbbed again. “Does this have anything to do with quantum physics?” 
 
    Philip put both hands on his chest. “Look at me.” He aimed his palms at me. “Look at you. We’re both humans. But we’re both quite different. How do you explain that?” 
 
    I shrugged, scowling, wondering why my head should hurt all of a sudden. “Some people would say divergent evolution is the cause.” 
 
    “Some people are idiots.” 
 
    “What’s your answer then?” 
 
    Philip thought a moment. “Okay, quantum physics—I can work within that metaphysical concept. You did say that, right?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    Philip tugged at his lower lip. “It’s doubtful that the demolished…spaceship at the bottom of the Persian Gulf has been on your world long.” 
 
    “What about the underwater base?” 
 
    “It’s new, too,” Philip said. 
 
    “It didn’t look new.” 
 
    “In one sense, of course, it isn’t. In another, it’s practically this year’s model.” 
 
    I frowned. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying the spaceship—which isn’t really one but something else—and base are old, but they’ve only recently appeared on Earth.” 
 
    “Appeared on your Earth,” Philip corrected. 
 
    “So where did they come from?” 
 
    Once more, Philip nodded empathically, smiling encouragingly at me. 
 
    Could Dimensional Travel be true? Were there thousands of different Earths all lying side by side, each fractionally different? I’d heard about the multi-universe. Was this evidence of its existence? The concept was staggering. Would it explain the weirdness of this place? 
 
    I shook my head as I remembered whom I was talking with: Philip the lying hominid. One way to trip up a liar was to make him explain in exacting detail. In all those details, his lies would eventually expose him. 
 
    “Let’s forget about the spaceship and base for the moment,” I said while rubbing my forehead. “Where do you really come from?” 
 
    “I already told you: the Institute.” 
 
    “Does this Institute exist in our—in my—reality?” 
 
    Philip sighed and looked up at the sunless sky, shaking his head. 
 
    “That means there are other realities?” I asked. 
 
    “My presence would seem to indicate that, no?” 
 
    I frowned more, beginning to feel lightheaded. What had Philip been smoking? 
 
    “The globe of light, or whatever was inside it, spoke to me like the obelisk in Antarctica speaks to me just before a journey.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Philip said, “that’s both interesting and frightening.” 
 
    “The globe called the thing in the subterranean obelisk a larva or in a larva stage.” 
 
    Philip crossed his skinny, hairy arms and lowered head as if thinking deeply. He soon shook his head and looked up at me. “While not saying too much, I’d say the…entity in the light is extremely cunning. My suspicion is that it played you, working off your prejudices and beliefs.” 
 
    “Why did it send me through then? Why did it send you through—if you’re some kind of inspector regarding these things?” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “You sought me out, remember? You wanted me specifically to help you. If we haven’t Traveled from one planet to another, where have we Traveled? And why did you seek me out, anyway? I deserve some answers about now.” 
 
    “Deserving is a funny concept.” 
 
    “So is expecting truth from you. I’m beginning to think that what you’ve just said about different realities is just a load of BS.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, wishing the damn throbbing would stop. Opening my eyes, I said, “Because you like it when others are confused. I’m also starting to think you have a severe inferiority complex due to your small brain and smaller physique.” 
 
    Philip lofted an eyebrow and took a furtive step back and then another. 
 
    That made me angrier. “Remember, you told me antediluvian men built pyramids in the Persian Gulf?” 
 
    “Telling one lie doesn’t mean I always lie.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. What was wrong with me? Why did I feel so disoriented? Was it because I was in a different reality and I didn’t really belong here? 
 
    I looked up at Philip. “What does the light or the entity in the light want? Why did you need to go through it? Why did you need me?” 
 
    “Therein lies the mystery,” Philip said. “Is the entity in the light the operative or has something else sent the globe and base to your reality for nefarious purposes?” 
 
    I scowled. “Are you talking about a gateway for an alien invasion?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes. That’s one possibility.” 
 
    “Do the Krekelens realize all this?” I asked. 
 
    “I find that doubtful.” 
 
    “So the thing in the light has bamboozled Rull?” 
 
    Philip looked away as he tapped his nearly nonexistent chin. When he regarded me again, he grinned. “It strikes me that whatever spoke to you camouflaged itself for reasons that aren’t readily apparent. It’s possible it doesn’t realize the true significance of its placement.” 
 
    “My head hurts,” I said. “And this is sounding nuttier by the minute. I mean, I accept the Harmony of Planets and ancient Mu and stuff.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you accept that?” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” I said. “It got weird with this globe of light in the Persian-Gulf seabed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it weird.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. What is this place? Is it a planet or what?” 
 
    Philip plopped onto the road, picking up one of his small devices. He examined a screen in it and then looked up at me. “I don’t think we’ve finished the journey yet.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” I asked, frowning, rubbing the sore spot in my forehead. 
 
    “Perhaps this means we’re in a…a metaphysical realm.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, lowering the hand from my throbbing head. 
 
    “This is an abstract place partly in your mind or thoughts,” Philip said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “But it does. It has to do with your Traveler genes, as you put it. We’ve gone partway, but something held us up. Maybe it was your mind that did it.” 
 
    “Are you saying that I’m dreaming all this?” 
 
    “No. This is metaphysical. That can mean theoretical, philosophical or supernatural. And that isn’t the end of the possibilities. The key is that we haven’t reached our physical destination yet. I suggest we do so, and quickly.” 
 
    I blinked at him several times. Could his smoke from the cigarette have done this to me? Had he caused the smoke to drift at me on purpose? But…shouldn’t the smoke have affected him then? 
 
    Not if he’s immune to it, the darker half of me said to myself. 
 
    I focused on Philip. That seemed harder than before. “How can you be in my dream?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. “This isn’t a dream. That isn’t what I’m saying. Your language isn’t sufficiently complex to explain the situation. But I’ll try.” He tapped his nearly nonexistent chin again. “Ah. I know. We’re in the middle of a quantum phenomenon. We’re between heartbeats so to speak. The road shows us we still have to travel some distance.” 
 
    “Which way?” I asked. 
 
    He studied me. “You decide.” 
 
    “And if I guess wrong?” 
 
    Philip shrugged. “We die would be my guess.” 
 
    I massaged my hurting forehead. “This is too weird. I’m not tracking you. But— Fine! Pick a route, you say?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “Pick the correct route.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw, glanced in one direction and then the other. “That way,” I said. “We should go that way.” 
 
    Philip nodded as he stood and hoisted his backpack, settling it onto his skinny shoulders. “Then let’s go, as I think the sooner we do this, the better.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m with you there.” 
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    I led the way, as it was my metaphysical reality—if Philip was correct about all that. I just wanted my poor head to quit hurting. I couldn’t understand why it did. Why did I feel so off? 
 
    The sky didn’t change as we trekked. The air continued to lack something essential, and the cliffs out there stayed tantalizing three miles distant. 
 
    “Do the road and cliffs represent something in my mind?” I asked. 
 
    Philip stared at me as he shrugged. 
 
    “Do you have any idea at all?” 
 
    “Bayard… I don’t know, probably. I’m not a psychiatrist, though. So don’t ask me to explain it. What we want to do is finish the journey, right? Crossing realities is difficult and dangerous. And not just to us. This is dangerous to the connected realities.” 
 
    I blinked several times. “You’re kidding me?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. 
 
    I frowned. “Do you cross realities all the time then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you ever done it before?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. 
 
    I swayed, and I missed a step, staggering. I halted, panting, and then glared at Philip. “How did the Institute learn about the layered realities?” 
 
    “Learn about them?” he asked. “Oh! Yes. I’m in a highly experimental department. My Earth—look, I’d like to tell you. That’s against all Dimensional-Travel regulations, though. Know that I’m not trying to harm your Earth or you.” 
 
    “You betrayed McPherson.” 
 
    “Seemingly…seemingly…” 
 
    “You screwed her!” I shouted. 
 
    “Bayard, calm down. I’m…I’m trying to tell you that your planet is in dire peril. Yes. That’s it.” Philip became expansive. “The forces unleashed in this are monumental. I don’t know if your Earth has a crack in the fabric of reality or what, but—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, interrupting. “I’m not interested in all this. I’m not sure I believe it yet. But supposing I do, how are we supposed to fix the problem?” 
 
    Philip gave me a wintery grin. 
 
    “You have no idea?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re…looking for the answer,” he said. 
 
    “You must have some idea, though.” 
 
    He sighed and sighed again. “I have a theory. But it’s only that.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Ah…you called the globe of light a gateway, right?” 
 
    “I did,” I said. “So what?” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me,” Philip said. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “One…gateway lies on the bottom of the Persian Gulf. The other must be at the end of the line or the exit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Philip grinned. “We have to find a way to seal both gateways at once. In that way, we can fix the breach between realities.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s the answer? I thought you didn’t know?” 
 
    “That’s it, he says. How do you seal that kind of breach, Bayard?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Destroy the two transfer points?” 
 
    “What if I told you that such explosions might make a greater breach? By blowing up the globe of light, you’d make the opening even bigger.” 
 
    I thought about that, and I glanced at him. He appeared to be smirking. But when he saw me looking, he wiped the smirk from his face. 
 
    “Where is this Institute again?” I said in a rush. “If you’re from yet another reality—a third place—how are you going from one dimension to another without causing devastating harm each time?” 
 
    Philip gave me a pained, sorrowful look. 
 
    I halted. 
 
    He halted. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “You’ve destroyed other realities?” 
 
    “Bayard…” he said. But then he seemed at a loss for words.” 
 
    “No more BS,” I said. “What’s really going on?” 
 
    Philip stood in the middle of the road with his scrawny shoulders hunched and his backpack on his back. He turned from me. 
 
    I marched up to him and spun him around. “What’s the truth in all this?” 
 
    He looked up at me as he bit his lower lip. 
 
    “You’re a glib liar,” I said. “You can spin plausible lies so they all sound true. Is this talk about realities and dimensional cracks bullshit?” 
 
    I fumed even as my brain throbbed. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said. 
 
    “This isn’t metaphysical, is it?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Why tell me it is then? What’s the point?” 
 
    Philip looked up into the sunless sky. 
 
    “I swear,” I said, “if you don’t start giving me legit answers, I’m going to wring your scrawny neck and be done with you.” 
 
    He nodded. “The part about the globe of light and the base appearing on Earth recently is true.” 
 
    “Where do they come from?” 
 
    “We’re trying to discern that.” 
 
    “No!” I said. “You know. You know exactly.” 
 
    The device on his belt beeped. Philip grabbed and unlatched it and studied the readings on the small screen. “That’s interesting,” he said to himself. 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    He looked up at me, and there was a weird smile on his hominid face. “Thanks, Bayard. You’re an interesting study. You’re gullible, amazingly so, really. Imagine believing me about dimensions and other realities. You Homo sapiens have more imagination than good sense—once you have a little help, anyway.” 
 
    Did he mean his damn cigarette smoke? “That’s it,” I said, lunging at him. “Now, you’re history.” 
 
    He skipped back fast, and he pressed a stud on his belt. “Goodbye, Bayard. I don’t know if I’ll see you again. I frankly doubt it. Few have escaped this world. I needed a lift here and you were the ticket. But in truth, you’ve used the teleporters once too often, I’m afraid.” He shook his head. “The Institute has decided—” 
 
    I roared, enraged, charging. 
 
    Before I could reach him, however, he sparkled into brilliant colors and then disappeared, teleporting away. He left me alone on the road, stranded wherever here was. 
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    I thudded onto my butt, sitting on the strange metallic road with its lit but sunless sky of deep blue. I sat there, sucking air, trying to process all this. 
 
    My head throbbed. I felt disoriented, and now the little hominid had mocked me and teleported to somewhere else. 
 
    I looked away, shaking my head. Then, I dumped everything out of my duffel bag. I transferred the various items into the backpack and hooked the rifle along the side, attaching two grenades to my belt. 
 
    Afterward, I ate one of the rations and took several swallows of water from the canteen. 
 
    I felt slightly better, and the headache began to recede. 
 
    Philip’s cigarette smoke must have caused the headache, which aided my disorientation and possibly my acceptance of his BS. As I thought through the conversation, it became clear that he’d been making some of that up on the fly. 
 
    Why bother, though? The more I considered it, the more I concluded he’d wanted to buy time. Any BS would have done the trick. 
 
    Why had he needed time, though? 
 
    The device on his belt had beeped. He must have been waiting for something, a ride, perhaps. A machine or vessel had come within teleportation range, and he’d taken advantage of it. 
 
    I chewed that over as I cleaned my teeth with my tongue. The one real piece of fact must be what the entity or intelligence in the globe had told me. I was sixty-two light-years from Earth. 
 
    I’d been farther. 
 
    Was this place part of the former Harmony of Planets? 
 
    I shrugged. I had no way of knowing. I’d only been to a few worlds so far. Still, I’d seen Neanderthals, Krekelens, Ophidians, Draconians and Psi-masters, and rat-men, and giant hominids called Shajoks. So an Institute full of Homo habilis jokers wasn’t beyond the pale. 
 
    Philip was a liar. Yet, he’d been on Earth, knew about things we didn’t and had access to advanced tech. I’m sure the sealed tube he’d given Qiang had opened to nothing or to useless junk. He had needed my help. That would indicate the globe of light from the wrecked spaceship had something to do with the interstellar teleporter in subterranean Antarctica. 
 
    That was all verifiable fact. 
 
    The rest of it—I shook my head. The rest of it was likely BS. 
 
    I lay down and stretched out on the road, putting my hands behind my head, cocking a leg and resting the other leg on that knee. I stared up at the sky, noticing the faint stars in the background. They twinkled as stars did on Earth. That indicated an atmosphere. 
 
    I studied the sky. The lower edges didn’t seem brighter the way the horizon of Earth does just after the sun sets. The diffuse light— 
 
    I had no idea what caused it. 
 
    A terrible idea struck me then. What if this was the night side of the planet? The diffuse light came from the star or sun of this world. When the sun rose, it would bake the road intolerably. Perhaps that was why nothing grew here. The sun burned it during the day. 
 
    I jerked to a sitting position and then climbed to my feet. 
 
    I couldn’t outrun the rising sun—if I was right about this. 
 
    What could I do? 
 
    Find shelter—somewhere, I guess. 
 
    I smiled without humor, hoisted the backpack and began to walk in the same direction I’d chosen earlier. I could wait or I could walk while I had strength. Waiting wouldn’t accomplish anything, thus, I’d walk. 
 
    This I did for the next hour, trudging one foot ahead of the next. The terrain did not change but remained monotonous. Oh, there were slight variations in the cliffs and sand and flat stone mix, but it was as monotonous as a long drive through Utah or Arizona might be. 
 
    After an hour, I stopped, sat and looked around. The sky was the same. The road felt the same— 
 
    I threw myself down and groaned. This was getting me nowhere. I was— 
 
    I sat up again. I would give up after one measly hour? I’d let the little hominid beat me? 
 
    No way, José. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and continued the trek. 
 
    The long and short of it was that I trekked for seven hours with a few minutes break every two. At the end of the seventh hour, I was sure that the road was beginning to heat up. I sweated more, and when I studied the sky, I was sure the blue was lighter and the stars fewer and fainter. 
 
    I looked back— 
 
    Oh, crap, I saw light shining on the horizon. My heart sped up. The light on the horizon looked like it did on Earth before the sun was going to rise or just after it set. I breathed faster, as I was sure that I was about to die, to bake to death on this crazy alien planet. 
 
    I held back a sob, as that would have been unmanly. While America these days seemed to have forgotten its wonderful heritage of tough pioneers who read the Bible, trusted God and worked hard to a make a better life, I still adhered to the old ways of a man was a man and a woman was a woman. You could call something a thing it wasn’t—like a man dressing up like a woman and calling himself one—but that didn’t make it so. And if someone badgered you about it and made a fuss ’cause you didn’t agree with them—well, that just made them a damn fool. 
 
    Thinking about it made me want to laugh, which was better than sobbing at my coming death. Why not meet death with a laugh on my lips the way a Viking warrior of old was supposed to have done. 
 
    Well, I neither laughed nor cried. I broke into a sprint. At first, it was a run more than a sprint. I wanted to conserve my strength for the long haul. 
 
    I happened to look back. I saw the first glimmer of a rising star or sun on the horizon. All thoughts of stamina and long-haul running fled my brain. I sprinted as if a band of zombies chased me, their cold fingertips clawing the back of my neck. Only, the touch wasn’t cold but hot. I looked back again, and more of the top-top edge of the star had appeared. 
 
    I put my head down and flat out sprinted for everything I had. The desire for life was powerful. I ran and sweat beaded my face, and something glinted ahead of me. 
 
    I blinked, and blinked again, and I saw something metal and round on the road. I swallowed hard, and I kept sprinting even though the air burned hot in my lungs. I laughed crazily at that point. It seemed the thing ahead was some sort of vehicle. 
 
    Now, the first rays of morning reached out, and one touched my back. 
 
    I cried out in agony. That was hot. 
 
    I had minutes left at best, maybe thirty seconds or less at worst. 
 
    My feet flew across the road, and then I was skidding to a stop in front of the roundish vehicle. It was five times the size of a big old 70s Cadillac. The thing was gleaming white and roundish like an egg, although not that oblong. There were two doors and a— 
 
    I yelled as I grabbed a door handle. It was already hot. I yanked one way and then another, and there was a click. I opened the door as if it was a DeLorean, like a bird lifting its wing. 
 
    I shouted as a skeleton clattered out of a bucket seat. That was horribly unsettling. 
 
    The sun was rising and the air was getting too hot to breathe. I did it anyway, panting, sweating—I threw my backpack into the roomy vehicle and myself into the bucket seat. Reaching up, I slammed the door shut. 
 
    That made everything pitch-black in here. 
 
    No! There was a little red light. I reached there and found buttons. I started pressing them. 
 
    An instant later, the entire vehicle began to purr. I laughed insanely, and then a light appeared and so did a panel of lights and monitors and switches. 
 
    I blinked, wiped stinging sweat out of my eyes and stared intently at the bewildering array. If I did nothing, I was going to cook to death very soon. 
 
    “Don’t panic like a gopher,” I whispered. “Use your mind. Use logic.” 
 
    Doing those intense seconds, I did just that. I began to figure out the controls. Soon I heard a throatier purr around me. 
 
    Cooling air blew over my body. 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” 
 
    I wiped sweat out of my eyes, and then a screen activated and I felt the craft lurch as if it rose up a few inches. 
 
    In those few seconds, I surmised that the metallic road was the key to all this. It would thus be a mistake to fly off the road. I noticed too that the road went toward the rising sun and away from it. That had to be for a reason. 
 
    The cooling air gave me precious extra minutes to test the machine. Then, finally, I engaged direction and found acceleration. 
 
    I accelerated, baby. I put the pedal to the metal—a lever, in this case—and flew the levitating machine away from the sun. Could I outrace the rising orb? 
 
    I gripped the steering mechanism with manic strength. 
 
    I was about to find out. 
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    By slow degrees, I inched ahead of the rising sun. At the same time, many of the indictors on the screens moved toward red zones. I must have been maxing out on speed and straining the vehicle’s engine. 
 
    Just how fast was I going to be able to do this, anyway? I meant outrunning the rising sun. 
 
    That would depend on the diameter of the planet. I’d weighed what had seemed like Earth normal. Was this planet smaller and more massive, denser than the Earth, and thus creating a similar gravity while being smaller? 
 
    I’d read somewhere that to do this on Earth around the equator—outrunning the rising sun—one would have to travel faster than speed of sound. I had a suspicion, therefore, that this planet had a smaller diameter than Earth. Still, I’d have to be traveling muy fast, well over a thousand miles an hour. Did the road and machine use magnetic impulses like some Chinese bullet train to propel me that fast? 
 
    Clearly, I had no idea. 
 
    The skeleton in the vehicle told me the thing had stalled at least once. The stall had slain the driver. At least, given what I knew, that seemed the likeliest explanation. It must have gotten so hot in here that the driver had cooked, shriveled and his flesh been devoured. The heat must have devoured the clothes and shoes as well. How that could be possible while the seat fabric was still intact, I had no idea, but that was my working theory. 
 
    If the vehicle had stalled, why had it done so? Presumably, it had had enough fuel or energy. Or maybe the thing collected energy from the sun. Yet, if that was the case, and it needed to stay ahead of the sun, when did it do that collecting? 
 
    I envisioned a culture of racers staying ahead of the sun on this crazy ribbon of road. Yet, how could such a culture have evolved into existence in the first place? 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Someone had built this place for a reason: crazy or sane. The road had a purpose, therefore, even if it had been a mad purpose. I was just glad the vehicle had been there for me and had started up when I’d used it… 
 
    I sat back with a frown. How likely was it I could have figured everything on the fly like that, spur of the moment in my great moment of need? That seemed to stretch credulity. Meaning, I must have had help. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Can anyone hear me?” 
 
    I waited, but no one answered. 
 
    I scratched my side and cocked my head. The more I considered the situation, the less I believed I’d managed this all on my own. I’d had help, which would indicate someone else really controlled the vehicle. That made more sense to me than the idea that I’d fortuitously stumbled upon the vehicle at just the right moment. 
 
    “Hey, the jig is up. I know you’re doing this. Why not come out and tell me what this is about.” 
 
    I adjusted the speed lever, as I’d finally slipped enough ahead that the horizon behind me shined with pre-appearance sunlight. 
 
    I glanced at the indicators, but it was too early to tell if that had worked. They’d all inched right up to the red zones. 
 
    As the machine traveled upon the straight road at a set speed, I unstrapped myself and climbed up. Higher behind me was a tiny room with a bed, kind of what truckers had in their semis. There was also a bar, it seemed. 
 
    I didn’t quite have the balls yet to climb up there and search. Instead, I plopped back into the driver’s seat and watched the monotonous terrain on the screen. Soon, I yawned. The shine on the back horizon had dimmed the slightest bit. That meant I was very slowly outrunning the rising sun. 
 
    This time, I climbed up into the tiny room. The bed was soft if too small for me to use easily. I rummaged through the bar and found several bottles. I opened one by prying out a cork. I sniffed the opening. It seemed like some kind of wine. 
 
    I took a swig and swished it in my mouth, finally swallowing. It was some kind of wine all right, and it tasted a bit too sweet. Still— 
 
    I sipped more, pushing back against a pillow and resting. Finally, I pried off my boots and took off my socks, wriggling my toes. I sipped more wine, found the cork and shoved it partway back in. 
 
    I was yawning a lot by now. 
 
    I stretched out the best I could on this small bed and figured I’d close my eyes for a few seconds. 
 
    A blaring klaxon woke me sometime later. I looked around groggily, trying to remember—I shouted, crawled across the bed and slid down into the driver’s seat. I switched off the alarm and— 
 
    My eyes goggled. I must have been in nighttime. I didn’t see any kind of shine on the horizon. High up there in the heavens faint stars twinkled. What freaked me out was a pulsating light ahead of us on the road. The pulsating light blocked the entire road. 
 
    Could I rocket over the pulsating light? 
 
    I put my hands on the steering mechanism, and it wouldn’t move. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “The joke’s over. Ha-ha, it was very funny.” 
 
    I tried moving the steering mechanism again. It was frozen solid. 
 
    I gripped the steering mechanism, blinked at the pulsating light and buckled in, cinching everything as tight as it would go. Then, as I shouted, my vehicle flew into the pulsating light and everything around me because it was too bright to see a thing. 
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    I might have become weightless. It was difficult to tell because I’d buckled in so tightly and because I couldn’t see anything in the glaring brightness. If my backpack or rifle floated beside me, I couldn’t see it. 
 
    The sensation of weightlessness passed. I grunted. Now, I felt heavier than normal. I could test that. Raising my hands became difficult. I might have been in a gut-wrenching rollercoaster ride. There was a herky-jerky feel to everything. 
 
    That, too, passed. It became even brighter in here so I screwed my eyes shut and then covered them with my hands. 
 
    It felt as if I passed through an evil region, as a sense of dread fell upon me. I began to shiver, clench my jaw— 
 
    I gasped as the dread passed. I took my hands from my eyes and dared to crack one open. 
 
    I could see inside the vehicle. 
 
    I breathed with relief at that. 
 
    Then, it felt as if the vehicle was catapulted from something, sailed through the air, struck something and—the vehicle tumbled end-over-end and slewed sideways, flipped, slewed more and only then smashed against something so solid that I grunted as everything halted. My restraints held, and they kept me unharmed. My backpack and rifle were in different parts of the vehicle. So were my socks and boots. 
 
    I unhooked the restraints and realized the entire craft or vehicle was upside down. It looked, too, as if part of the machine had caved inward. 
 
    I nodded, gathered my stuff, putting on my socks and boots and then thought about it. I went up—down—to the bedroom area. I found the bottle of wine, took two others and stuffed them all in my pack. Then, I climbed up and worked the door. It refused to open. 
 
    Given its Delorean nature, I could well understand that. The door couldn’t open against the pressure of solid ground. 
 
    I searched for an emergency exit hatch. I found it in the bedroom, pulling a lever. The hatch popped off, sailing away. A damp and extremely powerful stench of wet vegetation rolled into the vehicle. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was quite different from the clean interior. 
 
    I pushed through my backpack and rifle, wriggled through the opening—made for a Homo habilis, it seemed—and landed upon damp ground. 
 
    I climbed to my feet. Towering ferns and damp pine trees rose high around me. It reminded me a little of Kaldar in the swampy areas. I didn’t think I’d returned there. It simply had that swampy Jurassic feel. 
 
    I examined the vehicle, walking around it. The gleaming white exterior had crashed against a massive rock formation. Much of the vehicle had crumpled. 
 
    I was lucky I hadn’t been injured or killed in the crash. 
 
    I thought about that and looked around for a pulsating white light. I didn’t see anything like that. Shading my eyes, I did notice a larger-than-average sun that shined whiter than our orb on Earth. 
 
    I was on a different planet. It was hot and humid, but it wasn’t intolerable. 
 
    Different planet. I didn’t believe I was on the planet with the yellow cliffs and ribbon of metallic road. 
 
    Just then, I heard an awful roar. It was an animal sound, but a big and dangerous animal. The roar came again. 
 
    I swallowed in a suddenly dry throat. That sounded all too much like what I thought a predatory dinosaur should sound like. 
 
    Afterward, I heard grunting sounds, and the ground shook the slightest bit beneath my feet. 
 
    I didn’t like that. Was a tyrannosaurus after a big herbivore-dinosaur meal? 
 
    I hurried around the vehicle and picked up my rifle with its .45-caliber bullets. I would rather have had an elephant gun. But hey, I was glad to be carrying this. 
 
    I listened, but there was no more roaring and grunting, although the ground continued to shake the slightest bit. 
 
    I shouldered the backpack, made sure I hadn’t forgotten anything and thought long and hard for twenty seconds. 
 
    Then, the roar sounded again. This time, it was much closer. So was the grunting. And the ground-shaking became more noticeable. The crashing of branches and trees was explosively loud and far too near for comfort. 
 
    I was sweating and shaking, and had to psych myself up to creep toward the noise. I wanted to sprint again, far away from here. That told me I must have gotten more sleep in the vehicle’s cubby than I’d realized—that I had the energy to sprint. 
 
    The ground was soggy. Looking back, I saw the smashed vegetation where my vehicle had careened to reach the boulders. 
 
    I ducked under a heavy fern branch, raced across an open spot and then rounded a tight clump of pine trees. 
 
    Then I saw a green brontosaurus. Yeah. They weren’t supposed to have been real, the brontosaurus kind of dinosaur. But I was seeing one. It was much lighter in color than the fanciful statues at Sinclair gas stations. I’d always wanted one of those to put in my front yard—whenever I got around to buying my own house. 
 
    This brontosaurus was huge, and it limped badly as one of its rear legs bled profusely. Still, the ground trembled as it hurried away from— 
 
    A big old tyrannosaurus rex stalked into view. It looked exactly like the pictures in my dinosaur books as a kid. It had a big head with bloody teeth and those ridiculous small arms waving in front. It stalked on two massive hind legs, its huge body parallel to the ground, the tail in back balancing the monstrous head. 
 
    The one unexpected thing, though, were antennae sticking up from its cranium. Three big rods with round bulbs sparkled with electricity, flashing back and forth. 
 
    The T-Rex halted, straightened and roared with tremendous volume, spraying gobs of spit. 
 
    The brontosaurus’s small head on its long thick neck turned to look back. It grunted weakly and attempted to run. 
 
    The antennae, the three rods, made sense a moment later. A floating globe, twice the size of my crashed vehicle, drifted about twice the height of the towering pine trees. It had a huge viewing area. 
 
    I squinted, trying to see through the glass of the viewing area. Then, I remembered a pair of binoculars. I dug them out of the pack, focused on the floating, drifting white globe and saw two Homo habilis bastards in white lab coats. They had slates in their hominid hands. Each made notations as they observed the T-Rex and wounded fleeing brontosaurus. 
 
    My conclusion was that they controlled the T-Rex and were running an experiment. 
 
    The T-Rex roared once more, lowered its massive frame so it was parallel with the ground and charged the fleeing brontosaurus. 
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    Hey, I’m like the next red-blooded American. I love watching animal fights on the internet. You know the kind I’m talking about, when an Orca attacks a Great White or a Polar Bear and Grizzly square off. 
 
    I can’t remember the number of Mutual of Omaha episodes I’d watched as a kid, listening to Marlin Perkins explain the situation, and Steve always getting the dirty chores. I’d either cheer for the Thomson’s Gazelle as it outran a hunting lion or I’d cheer for the hungry lion to capture one of those elusive gazelles. It always depended on the point of view of the particular program. Was it a lion show or a gazelle show? 
 
    Today, out here on an alien jungle planet, I cheered for the brontosaurus. I did it quietly, though, in my head. I didn’t want the T-Rex or the Homo habilis scientists to find me. 
 
    It clicked in my mind then. The scientists up there…they must belong to the Institute. 
 
    If that was true, they were related to lying Philip, and if they didn’t know how to get me home, they would know someone who did. 
 
    After my time with Philip, I had no illusions about those two. They would only help me if it were in their self-interest. 
 
    The T-Rex charged hard and fast. 
 
    I’d like to say I debated using my rifle to help the brontosaurus, but I’d be a liar like Philip if I said that. I figured my puny bullets would have little effect on the predatory beast. I didn’t want it to notice and eat me. 
 
    Thus, I swallowed hard and tried to blend into the terrain. 
 
    The brontosaurus bleated in terror but must have realized in its walnut-sized brain that it had no chance of outrunning the predator. It halted and began to swing around to face its killer. 
 
    “Use your tail,” I shouted. 
 
    I ducked my head and looked about. It didn’t seem as if the scientists had heard me. I didn’t see how they could up in their floater. But maybe they had special pickup microphones. 
 
    The antennae on the tyrannosaurus’s head make a savage crackling sound. The beast lost a step, and it seemed as if red oil filled up its eyes. The beast bellowed crazily, a deafening sound. And it charged, berserk fashion, making huge leaping bounds. Its final leap took it off the ground, and the steel-shod talons of its huge hind legs shredded the brontosaurus’s leathery hide. The massive head swung down, and the tyrannosaurus bit the middle of the long neck. 
 
    The brontosaurus bleated a plaintive cry even as it toppled onto its side. The herbivore was much bigger than the attacker. But the velocity of the berserk assault was enough to unbalance the turning brontosaurus. 
 
    The massive herbivore kept twitching and jerking as he lay on the ground, but he must have been dead. I hoped he was dead as the tyrannosaurus tore huge chunks of meat from him. Blood hosed the soggy ground. 
 
    Already, gaudy-plumaged birds with long tail feathers circled the two, crying out, no doubt eager to eat their fill later. 
 
    The sounds of the feast—the tyrannosaurus was a sloppy eater: blood and meat dripping and falling from his jaws. 
 
    The floater eased closer to the gory feast as if to get a better look. 
 
    I hid behind a fern, using the binoculars, studying the scientists. They continued to make notes. One of them turned and spoke to someone unseen in the craft. 
 
    A moment later, the rods embedded in the tyrannosaurus’s head began to flash with electricity. 
 
    The eating monster ignored that. 
 
    Seconds passed. Then, the flashes of electricity grew. I could hear the crackling from my spot. 
 
    The tyrannosaurus shuddered but continued to swallow prodigious amounts of meat. 
 
    Through my binoculars, I noticed that the two scientists looked agitated, as if they argued with each other. 
 
    I switched my examination to the T-Rex. The display from the three knobs on top of the rods was impressive, putting white spots in front of my eyes. 
 
    I turned away. It was like watching the hot white of a welder at work. 
 
    The T-Rex bellowed. 
 
    The cackling electricity noises lessened. 
 
    I looked at him again. The huge bloody monster trembled. He stood over his feast and now took a step back and then another. He opened his maw and cried out in a torturous sound. 
 
    Bunch of evil scientists—these hominids of the Institute struck me as a pack of bastards. What was the purpose of all this? 
 
    Once more, the antennae crackled. It wasn’t as powerful as before, though. 
 
    The tyrannosaurus turned from the dead brontosaurus. 
 
    Now, the floater descended even lower. That was interesting. A sliding hatch opened. 
 
    I raised the binoculars to watch. 
 
    To my amazement, a woman in animal skin garments stood in the doorway. Was I seeing this right? She looked terrified, and she was gorgeous with her long dark hair and slender legs. 
 
    I did a double take. What the heck, I recognized her. That was Livi, once known as Livi Buzbek from my time on Tynar in the Canopus System. She was a secret agent, a Traveler like me, but from a different planet. I had a feeling my father had originated on her planet. She’d tried to get me to go there with her, but I’d slipped away at the last moment. 
 
    The floater drifted six feet from the ground. Through the binoculars, I saw a skinny, wimpy Homo habilis prod Livi in the back with something electrical. 
 
    She jumped, falling the six feet. She landed well, and she held a box-like instrument. 
 
    The floater immediately rose higher as the hatch closed. It soon assumed its former height, well out of danger one would think. 
 
    I watched Livi. She wore a metal collar around her neck. It must have shocked her, as she went to one knee, clutched the collar and immediately let go as if it was red-hot. With a groan, she stood, turned to the floater and shouted, “Yes. I’ll do it.” 
 
    The shocking must have ceased. Livi turned to the tyrannosaurus. The giant predator cocked its massive head, regarding her. 
 
    Livi put a hand to one of her ears. Maybe the scientists had installed a unit there. She headed toward the tyrannosaurus. As she did, she raised the box-like instrument. 
 
    There was some electrical play on the monster’s cranium rods. The T-Rex made a grok sound, and it lurched toward Livi. Then it stopped, went rigid and bellowed at her. 
 
    Livi screamed and turned to run. Then she went rigid as if in pain, and she collapsed onto the soggy ground. 
 
    More electricity played on the tyrannosaurus’s cranium rods. The signals must have come from the floater. 
 
    Livi continued to twitch on the ground. 
 
    That was too much to watch. I raised the rifle, aiming at the floater, at the viewing port with glass. I aimed through a scope at the nearest Homo habilis. Did the floater have shatter-resistant glass? I was guessing so. I couldn’t just watch them do this to Livi, though. 
 
    While aiming, holding the rifle rock-steady, I squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked against my shoulder as the barrel lifted. 
 
    I re-centered, and to my shock, I saw a bullet hole in the glass and a Homo habilis sliding down, presumably onto the floor. 
 
    I heard a savage laugh and realized that was me. My rifle was a lever-action. Two, three, four more shots went into the floater’s giant windshield. 
 
    The entire floater began to wobble. 
 
    Livi screamed again. 
 
    I made an instant decision, turned and broke into a sprint for her. I wore the backpack and kept hold of the rifle, running over low Jurassic plants. 
 
    The floater was drifting away and lowering the entire time. I ignored it as I raced to a thrashing Livi. 
 
    In moments, I reached her. Her face was red and horribly sweaty and her skin looked blotched on her body. I dropped the rifle, knelt beside her and took out my knife. First taking a hard breath, I grabbed the collar. 
 
    Pain flooded into my hand. Luckily, I’d expected that. Grunting, I eased the knife between the collar and her throat. The back of the blade had notches. I inserted the collar between two and twisted my knife. If it was some impossible metal— 
 
    I broke the collar, cutting interior cords. Greater pain shocked me. I bellowed with rage and tore the broken collar from Livi, hurling it away. 
 
    At the same time, the floater crashed upon the ground. I raised my torso and head, and I had a moment of premonition. 
 
    I flung myself over Livi, covering her. The floater exploded like a bomb, hurling pieces everywhere. Some of the pieces flashed over us. Some plowed the ground beside us. Then the blast struck, picking me up and hurling me head over heels across the ground. 
 
    When I stopped, I lay there, stunned. What had happened? Why had the floater done that? 
 
    I blinked and rolled onto my back. A shadow passed over me. I looked up, expecting to see a smiling and grateful Livi. Instead, I saw a bloody maw and long, long teeth. The most awful meaty stench billowed over me. The tyrannosaurus lowered its head toward me, and I was sure that I was a dead man. 
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    The great tyrannosaurus opened its jaws wide. I expected it to gulp me in one bite. I might even go down its throat in one piece, still alive and able to think. I’d never expected to die like this. I was also surprised at my sang-froid staring up at the monster. The meaty wash of its breath was too much. I made a horrid face and turned my head. 
 
    Seconds passed. 
 
    I had to inhale again, and did so through my mouth. That got me to thinking. Why wasn’t I dead yet? 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    The monster breathed on me, its jaws two feet away at most. It was leaning down toward me. What was stopping it from taking that gulp? 
 
    I heard taps nearby, female muttering and more taps. 
 
    Without moving my head, I saw the tail end of sparks. It came from the direction of the tyrannosaurus’s head, the cranium with the three metal rods. 
 
    I dared to stare into the T-Rex’s eyes, well, the one eye I could see. It was malevolent, filled with the desire to devour me whole. 
 
    The monster opened its jaws wider. The tongue… 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I gagged, making vomiting noises. 
 
    “Don’t move, you fool,” a woman said. 
 
    The T-Rex brought its wicked, bloody, spit-stained teeth closer to my prone body. The sound of its breathing was loud in my ears. 
 
    It was too much. I rolled frantically to the left. 
 
    The T-Rex roared at me, the sound reverberating through my body. I froze and then I began to tremble. Spit dribbled upon me as my ears rang from the incredible volume. I was in shock, and I could no longer move nor think coherently. 
 
    During that time, the T-Rex raised its head and body, lifting them away from me. I saw sparks jump upon the bulbs attached to the cranium rods. I had no idea what that meant. It took a lurching step away, another and then turned around. The huge tail was above me. If he brought it down on me— 
 
    I noticed a shadow to my right. I wanted to turn my head that way. I was still in too great a shock from the roar a foot from my face. Then I spied Livi looking down at me. 
 
    She held the box-like device, fiddling with the controls with her other hand. 
 
    Normally, seeing her in the animal-skin garment, I would have leered and soaked in her beauty. Maybe I did it anyway but was too stunned to enjoy it. 
 
    Her mouth moved. 
 
    I might have made a croaking sound. 
 
    Livi shook her head. She knelt beside me and touched an arm with a warm hand. Her mouth moved again. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    She bent over me, putting her face right by an ear. “Can you hear me?” She must have shouted, although I barely heard her. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    She looked up, fiddled with the box device again and put her head near my ear again. “This is tricky. I want to send it away, but we might need him in order to keep living more than one night.” 
 
    I might have given her a dazed look. 
 
    She made a face and climbed to her feet. She no longer looked at me, but the dinosaur. Soon, as she fiddled with the device, she walked out of my line of sight. 
 
    That gave me time to process. I panted. I relived what had happened. And by degrees, my normal hearing returned. Finally, I sat up. 
 
    I didn’t see Livi or the T-Rex. I twisted around and spied the wreckage of the floater. I stared at it for a while. Then, it occurred to me that I could get up to inspect it. 
 
    I climbed to my feet, and I frowned. Oh, yes. I had a rifle. I should retrieve it. I did, and my pack, and I discovered that I still had the two hand grenades attached to my belt. 
 
    Suitably attired, I trekked to the wreckage. I spied three blasted Homo habilis dudes. I saw shredded things, toed some others and concluded that nothing useful had survived the explosion. 
 
    I looked around, seeing the dead brontosaurs, but no sign of Livi and the T-Rex. Might she have high-tailed it out of here? 
 
    A big fern going down in the distance caused to me reappraise my idea. Oh. I saw the head of the T-Rex. 
 
    Should I call for Livi? 
 
    I didn’t have to. The T-Rex turned my way, and I could see it heading back to me. I didn’t see any sign of Livi, though. Had the monster eaten her? 
 
    Then I did see Livi. She was running to keep up with the proud stride of the tyrannosaurus. When it saw the brontosaurus corpse, it roared, and it sped up, hurrying to it. 
 
    Livi halted as she studied her box instrument. 
 
    I moved backward until I was out of view of the monster. In seconds, I heard it begin to feast, tearing meat, gulping and slobbering. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. 
 
    “Coming,” I said. 
 
    “Stay out of its sight for now.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Soon, I rendezvoused with Livi. She was in the shade of a pine, watching the feasting dinosaur. She nodded to me as I approached. 
 
    “Thanks, Bayard. I appreciate what you did. I hate those arrogant monkeys. Imagine, using me in one of their experiments.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Livi. How you been?” 
 
    She smiled. “We’re in a pickle this time.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are.” 
 
    She stared at me, maybe expecting me to elaborate. 
 
    I wanted to ask her a host of questions. Instead, seeing her reminded me that I knew almost nothing about the situation. Last time on Tynar, she’d been cagey about telling me too much. If she didn’t know what I knew here, or didn’t know, she might drop some choice information. 
 
    “How did you manage to get here just in time to save me?” Livi asked. 
 
    I grinned. “How did they manage to capture you of all people?” 
 
    “Who do you mean by they?” she asked, as she watched me closely. 
 
    I decided to take a stab in order to learn more the easy way, by having her explain it to me. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked. “I’m talking about the Institute.” 
 
    Her eyes got a little bigger. “You know about that?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    It took her a few seconds. “Good. That will save time explaining. We have to leave this location fast.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do you have any transportation coming?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Then how—” 
 
    “Livi,” I said, interrupting. “I took a big risk coming here like I did. I burned my bridge, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “You took a one-way route to reach me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Bayard… I don’t know what to say. You did it all for me?” 
 
    “I did. Now, you can start telling me how we can get out of here.” 
 
    She jerked a thumb at the feasting tyrannosaurus. 
 
    I looked at the monster and frowned at her. 
 
    “We ride, stupid,” she said. 
 
    “Ride him?” I asked. 
 
    “Who else would we ride?” 
 
    I nodded. “I figured that was the way. I was hoping you had something in else in mind, though.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “He’s the ticket.” 
 
    I sighed, pretending I knew what this was about, waiting for her to say more.  
 
    “We’ll start after he’s had his fill,” Livi said. 
 
    I glanced at the slobbering T-Rex. Had Livi really said we were going to ride him? I didn’t look forward to that, no, not at all. 
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    Riding the tyrannosaurus was an exhilarating way to travel through the Jurassic jungle—at least, once I got used to the idea of sitting on the leathery neck of the meat-eating tyrant of dinosaurs. 
 
    He’d belched twice, each time expelling an awful reek that must have originated in his boiler of a stomach. That stomach was presently stretched to an obscene dimension, almost as if he were pregnant. This sucker could put away a crazy amount of meat. 
 
    Livi sat before me as she clutched onto the control box. She wore the same animal skins along with a crude pair of sandals. She guided the beast with her dials and buttons. 
 
    Every so often, the three rods embedded in the dinosaur’s cranium crackled with electricity. 
 
    The tyrannosaurus made excellent progress, his strides covering ground perhaps four times what we could have achieved walking. He could also ignore pines, ferns and rocks that would have sent us scurrying around the obstacle. 
 
    I continued to scan the sky, my rifle in hand and backpack cinched in place. I couldn’t scan for long, though. The T-Rex had a thick neck, but it took concentration to keep balanced on him when he took sharp turns or climbed steeper terrain. 
 
    “Where are we headed again?” I asked. 
 
    Livi was silent for a time. 
 
    “Is it a secret?” I asked a bit later. 
 
    She twisted back to look at me. “Do you suppose I was a prisoner of the Institute?” 
 
    “A little hominid prodded you out of the floater. You wore an obedience collar. Yes. You were a prisoner.” 
 
    She faced forward, and she manipulated the controls. 
 
    I braced for anything except the big beast halting. He did, and it threw me against her. I had to clutch her bare waist to keep from falling. At least, I think I grabbed her waist. Maybe it was a little higher. 
 
    “Watch where you’re grabbing,” she said. 
 
    “Hey, it was your fault.” I released her as the beast lowered its head toward the ground. 
 
    Livi slid off. 
 
    I did likewise. 
 
    She manipulated the controls. 
 
    The T-Rex turned slowly and stalked off fifty feet, halting and standing in place. He immediately began to look sleepy. With all that meat in his gut, he probably just wanted to sleep and let it digest. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Livi said, “He needs a rest and time to digest his food.” 
 
    We’d traveled for an hour at least. Did tyrannosauruses normally travel this long at a stretch? I had no idea, and I didn’t feel like asking Livi. She hated giving out information, maybe even more than she used to on Tynar. 
 
    I almost asked her what planet this was. Instead, because my mouth was open, I said, “Would you like a ration and a drink?” 
 
    “I would,” she said. 
 
    I set down the pack and rummaged out a ration for her. I also handed her the canteen. 
 
    “We need to refill it soon,” I said. I had purification tablets in my pocket. 
 
    Livi tore open the ration and gobbled it like a starving person. 
 
    “Here’s another,” I said, tossing her one. 
 
    She tore it open and devoured it as well. Then, she took a long drink, gasping afterward. 
 
    “Thanks, Bayard, I needed that.” 
 
    “Did they starve you?” 
 
    “Why ask me stupid questions? You can see they did.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    She plopped down cross-legged. I squatted, with the rifle over my knees. She tilted her head looking at me and brushed hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “I’m angry,” she said. 
 
    “You’re kidding?” 
 
    A scowl spread across her features. Then, she smiled. It suited her better. She was utterly gorgeous, especially in her cave-woman outfit. I could get used to this kind of life, at least for a while. 
 
    “Put your eyes back in your head, Bayard.” 
 
    I grinned at her. 
 
    “Oh, is this how you think a knight should act?” 
 
    “Well, no,” I said, leaning toward her for a kiss. A true knight wouldn’t let such a moment go to waste. We would see after the kiss. 
 
    “Hey, don’t get any ideas.” Livi pushed me away. “We don’t have time for that.” 
 
    I chuckled to hide my displeasure, glanced at the T-Rex and then leaned back, putting my palms on the soggy ground. 
 
    The big white sun was high in the sky, maybe somewhere near noon. 
 
    Livi studied me. “How did you know where I was? I’m still trying to wrap my mind around that.” 
 
    I shrugged as if it was no big deal. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m serious. How did you find me? How did you know I was a prisoner?” 
 
    I looked away. Livi was smart, and cunning. I doubted I could fool her for long. To try under these circumstances—I didn’t want to admit I knew so little, though. Then, she’d keep everything from me. 
 
    “First,” I said. “I’d like to know how the little hominids got hold of you.” 
 
    She frowned. “If you knew I was here, you must obviously have learned how they got hold of me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Why not just tell me so we can compare notes?” 
 
    Livi frowned as she studied me. Suddenly, she laughed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it. This is dumb luck. You just happened to be here. You’re lost, Bayard. Why not admit it?” 
 
    “It’s not dumb luck, as that pushes coincidence too far.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what’s going on. It’s obvious to me now.” 
 
    “Sure I know. The Institute is playing fast and loose. It launched an all-out effort to change the structure of things.” An insight struck me then as I glanced at the sleepy tyrannosaurus. I’d seen one of those not so long ago. Snapping my fingers, I said, “The Draconians were at Earth about a year ago. I think they’d been in long-term stasis in subterranean Antarctica and were making an escape. Anyway, I saw one riding a tyrannosaurus.” 
 
    “What’s a Draconian?” 
 
    I told Livi about the little reptilian guys in their flying saucer and how they’d flitted around Antarctica in a force-field-protected floating raft. They’d shot our C-130 out of the air with a secret U.S. military laser. I’d seen one of them in armor riding a tyrannosaurus. I’d seen it in an induced dream-memory while a prisoner at their base, but I’d still seen it. 
 
    “Draconians is a good name for them,” Livi said, “as they’re the Dinosaur People.” 
 
    “Do they live here on this planet?” 
 
    “A primitive colony of them, yes,” Livi said as she stared at me. “According to your planet’s charts, this is 110 Herculis. We call it Chaunt.” 
 
    “The planet?” I asked. 
 
    Livi’s eyes narrowed. “This is the Chaunt Star System. We’re on Chaunt Three, the third planet from the star. But surely you know all that.” 
 
    “Not by your terminology, anyway.” 
 
    “You must know that 110 Herculis has several inhabitable planets. It’s one of the stranger star systems in the former Harmony of Planets.” 
 
    I grunted as if agreeing. 
 
    Livi eyed me suspiciously again. “I’m surprised you had the balls to come to the Chaunt System. It will be hard for either of us to ever leave here again.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. Is the Institute situated in the Chaunt System?” 
 
    “Bayard, why not tell me how you got here. This charade of yours, pretending to know things—” Livi shook her head. “I’m not buying it.” 
 
    “You know what? I’m tired of your superior attitude. I got you out of a mess, and you’re back to your old trick of trying to keep everything to yourself. I don’t appreciate that. If you were more open, I’d be more open with you.” 
 
    Livi sighed, examining her control box and looking away. “I had that coming. You did save me. You have weapons, rations and even some water. You always were cagey, quick to strike when everyone figured you were out. I’m guessing you did something like that here. You’re trying hard to make me believe you know what’s going on, but I don’t buy it. Fine. You want to know. Well, here’s what happened to me.” 
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    “I went back to Tynar a few months ago,” Livi said. “I went to see what our handiwork had wrought. I won’t bore you with the details, but I fell captive to several…you called them little hominids. Does Earth have a name for those of the Institute?” 
 
    “They’re Homo habilis according to the usual taxonomy chart on the rise of man.” 
 
    “I don’t understand the last part,” Livi said. 
 
    “Many Earth people believe humans—those like us—evolved from lower order creatures. Homo habilis was supposed to have lived on Earth over two million years ago, an evolutionary precursor to modern man.” 
 
    “But that’s crazy.” 
 
    “Why? Don’t your people believe in evolution?” 
 
    “I don’t quite understand how you’re using the word.” 
 
    “Evolutionists believe we all started from an accident in nature when various forces formed the first one-cell life. Everything living evolved from that, becoming more complex and turning into different things over long periods of time and due to blind chance.” 
 
    “What you’re saying defies logic,” Livi said. “Things naturally becoming more complex and turning into something different? Haven’t you Earthlings noticed that kind produces its own kind? You plant a tomato you get a tomato. You mate a pigeon you get a pigeon. You mate a pigeon with a crow—well, it doesn’t work. And haven’t you Earthlings ever heard of the law of entropy? Things naturally break down because they lose energy. There is a universal law at work. Here. Look at my control box, for instance. Over time, it will break and become useless. A person had to design and build this. It would never have come together by chance and work as it does. What you’re saying is simply ludicrous, as people are far more complex than my control device and couldn’t evolve over time into something so incredibly complicated.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing with you, Livi. That was a nice rant, by the way. I’m just telling you what we call the little hominids due to our evolutionary thinkers.” 
 
    Livi eyed me, and then she smiled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Your little hominids refer to themselves as the First Folk.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. 
 
    “Were they here before everyone else?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Livi said. “I don’t have the answer to that. They do have their vaunted Institute. They all work for it and labor away on various projects, trying to increase the Institute’s reach. Like everything else, the Institute lost much when the Harmony broke apart.” 
 
    “When was that again?” 
 
    Livi smiled. “I told you I’d tell you how I got here. I didn’t agree to tell you the history of the Harmony.” 
 
    “Now’s a good as time as any,” I said. 
 
    “Actually, it isn’t. We need to keep moving. But we also need to let our ride begin to digest some of his feast. The idiot stuffed himself.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” 
 
    “Anyway, several of the First Folk captured me after I spoke to some Shajoks. Those are the giant hominids of Tynar.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said. “They had those huge revolvers.” 
 
    “The First Folk are exceptionally clever, but they do have one great weakness. They don’t have any Travelers among them. They use Travelers, and they used me. They drugged and gave me the coordinates to the Chaunt System. I don’t know if you’re familiar with the landing planet: Chaunt One.” 
 
    “The place with the ribbon of metallic road and the searing sun?” I asked. 
 
    “You do know.” 
 
    I nodded. “Who designed…Chaunt One like that? It’s a murderous place.” 
 
    “We’re attempting to discover who, and you’re right: Chaunt One is a crazy world. Our best theorists believe a people who distrusted Travelers and the entire teleportation system built the Road. They were fantastic engineers, able to move planets and build edifices like the metallic ribbon highway and powering energy system.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    Livi shrugged. 
 
    “You don’t know or won’t say?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Livi said. “It’s one of the larger mysteries. We do know that tribes of primitive Draconians live on Chaunt Three.” 
 
    “Who lives on Chaunt Two?” 
 
    “I’ve never been there or spoken to anyone who has.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t mean you don’t know,” I said. 
 
    Livi gave me a sharp look. “We’ll stick to the issue at hand, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Why don’t you want to tell me?” 
 
    Livi made a face. “Knowledge is power. That holds even truer for Travelers. I can’t believe I’m telling you what I already have.” 
 
    “And the First Folk Institute isn’t in the Chaunt System?” 
 
    “Not the actual buildings,” Livi said, “although obviously there are First Folk here. You killed three of them. They aren’t going to forget that.” 
 
    “How will they learn I was the culprit?” 
 
    “A team will come to inspect the wreckage. You can bet they’ll find your slugs. From that, it should be easy for them to deduce Earthlings and then narrow it down to you, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “The First Folk can flit from one planet in the Chaunt System to another?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Livi said. 
 
    “Why did the three suckers in the floater do what they did to you? What’s the point of torturing the tyrannosaurus?” 
 
    “I can only guess about that,” Livi said. “First Folk seldom to never tell others what their experiments mean. Probably, it had to do with messing with the Draconian tribes. The tribes are always at war with each other, and some ride a smaller predatory beast as a war-mount.” 
 
    “What do the First Folk seek, I mean ultimately?” 
 
    Livi nodded. “They want to rule. I’ve concluded they believe knowing everything is the route to gaining mastery over everyone. They rank each other by a strict hierarchical formula. They’re forever attempting to climb rank by attempting crazy feats, searching out amazing facts or discovering new laws or technologies.” 
 
    “How do they move from star system to star system if they’re not natural Travelers?” 
 
    Livi snorted in an unladylike manner. “Did you come to the Chaunt System with a First Folk?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s your answer. The First Folk are fantastic users. They are smart, geniuses the lot of them. And each of them is highly trained, particularly in psychology.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they repaired the Harmony of Planets then and run everything as our overlords?” 
 
    “Entropy plays a hand,” Livi said. “Plans often fail or scientists die in the field. There are also only a few of them. From what I’ve heard, they aren’t very fertile. Most who have dealt with them hold a grudge. The First Folk’s very cleverness and cunning eventually works against them.” 
 
    “So…the Institute is yet another group,” I said. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “There are Krekelens and Psi-masters, there’s you guys, and Zero Stones—” 
 
    “You have been busy if you’ve learned about them,” Livi said, interrupting. “Zero Stones, and you’re still alive. I’m impressed, Bayard. Where did you run into them?” 
 
    “There was one on Earth,” I said. 
 
    Livi eyed me. 
 
    “You’re still telling your tale,” I said. 
 
    “There’s not much more to say. The First Folk who captured me handed me to Registrar Zamp. He’s dead now, thanks to you. If we want to leave, we need to reach a portal and go to Chaunt One and depart the star system from there.” 
 
    “Go back to the Road?” 
 
    “Along with a map of the teleporting locations,” she said. 
 
    “Where do you plan to get that?” 
 
    “I was hoping you have one.” 
 
    I frowned. “We may have left the crash site too soon.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    I told her about the vehicle I’d prolonged, how I’d outraced the rising sun and then run into a glowing portal and found myself catapulted onto Chaunt Three. 
 
    “What do you mean found?” 
 
    I sighed, and I gave her a quick rundown on Philip, the Persian Gulf, the glowing globe on the seabed and how we’d reached Chaunt One.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating,” Livi said. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “I think Philip was truthful about one fact. The globe of light, as you call it, has only recently appeared at the bottom of the Persian Gulf. The base also sounds new even though it’s old. The Krekelen Rull lied to you.” 
 
    “Big surprise there,” I said. “One thing troubles me, though: the vehicle being in the right place at the right time on the Road, and my being able to start and drive it well enough to survive.” 
 
    “That is weird.” 
 
    “It smacks of hidden help or aid.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who might have helped me?” 
 
    Livi rubbed her pert chin. “There seems to be a counter-group that hates the Institute. I don’t know if it’s other First Folk or someone else. It sounds like they might have had a hand in your survival. I’ve heard of such things happening.” 
 
    “Not a clue as to who this might be?” 
 
    “No,” Livi said. 
 
    I looked away. I didn’t believe her. But I doubted I was going to find out any time soon from her. 
 
    “Where are we headed again?” 
 
    “Don’t move, Bayard,” Livi whispered. 
 
    I looked at her, followed her gaze and turned my head, and saw a triangular-shaped craft slowly cruising through the sky. It was three hundred feet up. 
 
    Instead of listening to her, I slowly lowered myself to the ground and crawled under some shade. 
 
    After a moment, Livi did likewise, joining me on the ground in the shade. 
 
    “Do you recognize it?” 
 
    “An Institute craft,” she whispered. “It won’t go well with you if they spot us.” 
 
    “Me? What about you?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I mean the both of us.” 
 
    I looked at her. Could her sweet smile captivate a Homo habilis, one of the so-called First Folk? 
 
    I looked up. The triangular-shaped craft didn’t come down, but sped up as it headed in the same direction we’d been going before our rest stop. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “We need a Chaunt One Road map.” 
 
    “You mean go back to the crash site?” 
 
    “Do you have any other suggestions?” 
 
    I didn’t. So, after a suitable wait, Livi summoned the tyrannosaurus, we climbed aboard and headed back to the crashed Road vehicle I’d been driving. 
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    We returned to the site without incident and found that the three First Folk corpses were gone as well as certain pieces of equipment. We could tell by the burned marks on the grass where they’d been lying. 
 
    “The craft we saw must have landed here,” Livi said. 
 
    Freed of us, the tyrannosaurus took this moment to bellow with delight and stagger back to the brontosaurus meal, scattering the birds and beasts that had remained when we’d first appeared. 
 
    I kept my rifle ready, as I’d seen a few unsavory dinosaurs flee the kill when we first showed up. Livi clutched the control box, possibly debating whether to bring her pet nearer for our personal safety. She didn’t. 
 
    Keeping a careful eye out, I walked around until I found the crashed Road vehicle, calling and showing Livi. She studied the ground around it instead of the vehicle itself. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t believe the First Folk from the flying craft saw this. I don’t see any of their tracks.” 
 
    “We got lucky then.” 
 
    Livi nodded absently as she approached the crashed vehicle. “You drove this through a portal?” 
 
    For the fourth time, I told her what had happened. 
 
    Livi studied me. “It does sound as if you—and I through you—had a benefactor aiding us. That you should appear just in time to save me… You’re right. I doubt it was a coincidence.” 
 
    “You want to stand guard outside or do the searching inside the vehicle?” 
 
    “I’m not going in there,” Livi said. 
 
    “You stand guard then. Do you want the rifle?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    I eyed her, set the backpack to the side and climbed up to the emergency hatch. I shoved the rifle through and crawled into the bedroom cabin of the vehicle. 
 
    I ransacked the place for food and drink, finding various delectables, stashing them near the exit in a sack. Then, I crawled down to the driver’s seat and searched for a glove compartment. After a thorough search, I did find a compartment under the driver’s seat. It took time prying open, but the compartment finally relented to my assault. 
 
    In it were several items: a phasor, a slate and a long tube. That was interesting. Had Philip been to one of these once and taken such items for himself? 
 
    Soon, I was back outside with Livi with my loot. I showed her the slate and tube, keeping the phasor hidden in a pocket. The food and drink I stuffed into my backpack, leaving it leaning against the vehicle. 
 
    “The tube is a container,” Livi said. 
 
    I handed it to her. “Can you open it?” 
 
    She tried but finally shook her head. 
 
    I deposited the tube into the backpack. 
 
    “What about this?” I asked, handing her the slate. 
 
    Livi had better luck with it. The slate switched on easily enough, and through various tests, she soon showed me a stylized Road with marks of various colors on it. 
 
    “What do the colors mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Livi said. “Do you mind if I keep hold of this and continue fiddling with it?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    She nodded her thanks. “Did you find anything else?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Weapons, perhaps,” she said. 
 
    “What kind of weapons?” 
 
    “Why are you quizzing me, Bayard? Did you find a weapon or not?” 
 
    “Are we a team? Or are we two stranded souls each looking out for only his or her interests?” 
 
    “We’re a temporary team just like we were on Tynar. I doubt either of us is making it off this world unless we stick together.” 
 
    “Okay. That works for me.” 
 
    “So did you find a weapon?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Livi thought about that and then went back to studying the slate. 
 
    I sat with my back against the vehicle, taking out a wine bottle. With my knife, I pried out the cork. 
 
    “You think that’s a good idea?” Livi asked. 
 
    “I do,” I said, taking a good swig. I held out the bottle. “Want some?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I took another slug, two and then three large gulps. I corked the bottle after that, wiping my lips with the back of my wrist. Did a premonition strike me? Maybe, or maybe it was the wine talking. 
 
    I climbed to my feet, grabbed my rifle and followed the crashed ferns and grasses the vehicle had made upon first…landing on this planet. I followed the path until I reached the obvious place the portal had appeared. The vehicle must have simply popped into existence, hurled from the portal that had temporarily linked this place to the Road on Chaunt One. 
 
    I walked right up to the spot, standing there, staring at space. Then, the hairs on the back of my neck stirred. The air crackled and sizzled with power. 
 
    I stepped back and then I staggered from it. 
 
    A glowing portal appeared. The idea something might shoot from it caused me to hurry. I ran until I reached the side of the portal, several feet from it. I saw nothing looking at it from the side, although I could hear energy crackling. 
 
    Then, a thing flew out of the hole in the air. The thing was oblong and had fins on the back. 
 
    That’s a bomb, I thought. 
 
    “Bomb!” I shouted. “Get down, Livi! A bomb has just come through.” 
 
    Suiting words to action, I dropped to the ground and covered my head with my arms. There came a terrific explosion and I felt the blast. 
 
    When nothing more happened, I raised my head. The portal had vanished. Smoke poured from where the bomb must have detonated. Trees and ferns had been blasted down and apart. 
 
    I jumped up and sprinted for the area. 
 
    “Livi!” I shouted. “Livi, are you okay?” 
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    Livi rose from hiding from behind the crashed Road vehicle. Her eyes were huge. The bomb had blasted white paint from the car, but little more. The smell of some kind of burnt explosive was in the air. 
 
    “Livi,” I shouted. 
 
    “What happened?” she shouted back. 
 
    “Run,” I said. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed the blast had destroyed my backpack, soaking it with wine from the broken bottles within. The blast had also twisted the exit hatch so it was now too small to crawl through. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. 
 
    Fortunately, I had the canteen slung around my shoulder. It was maybe a third full. So we still had something to drink for a while. 
 
    Livi took in the destroyed backpack and—she groaned in horror. Her control box and the slate I’d given her were both charred and smoking. She hadn’t grabbed them when she’d thrown herself behind the vehicle. 
 
    I swore, ran to her and grabbed a hand, dragging her away. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    “What about the tyrannosaurus?” 
 
    As if cued, the giant bloody-mouthed beast looked up, with a ribbon of brontosaurus meat daggling from its mouth. If the blast had bothered it, the T-Rex didn’t show it. Of course, he’d been farther from the blast than we had. 
 
    “Our dinosaur-riding days are over,” I said. “We hoof it on foot.” 
 
    The tyrannosaurus eyed us. Was it thinking about the humiliation of carrying puny people on its neck? If so, the aroma of slain brontosaurus meat had greater appeal. It went back to devouring the massive corpse. 
 
    “How much can those things eat at a sitting?” I asked. 
 
    Livi didn’t answer. 
 
    I still held one of her hands, and pulled her along. I headed in the direction we’d gone the first time leaving here. 
 
    “This is a disaster,” she said. 
 
    “We’re okay,” I said. 
 
    “We lost the Road map. We lost the tube. I lost the dinosaur.” 
 
    “Hey. I have my rifle, an automatic, two grenades and a canteen. And I have some backup after that.” 
 
    Livi perked up. “What kind of backup?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Right now, we need to put some distance between the wreck and us. What if the flying craft comes back?” 
 
    “Or what if others came through the portal?” 
 
    “You think they knew we were standing by the vehicle when they launched the bomb?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Livi asked. 
 
    I thought about it. “Yeah, probably,” I muttered. “I’d sure like to know who has it in for us. This is a confusing trip. I hardly know what’s going on.” 
 
    “We’re stranded in a primitive jungle with dinosaurs. We have no teleporters here. Just a few portals back to the Road. Except for the one bomb-tossing portal, we have no idea where others might be.” 
 
    “That’s a problem.” 
 
    Livi laughed, a bit hysterically. 
 
    I squeezed the hand I held. “Livi, you were the girl swimming in the ocean with supercrocs, hiding out on a sunken carrack.” That had happened on Tynar when I’d first met her. “If anyone can pull this off, it’s us. We’re the miracle-workers.” 
 
    Livi sighed, and she wriggled her hand free from my grip. “Don’t get any ideas, Bayard. We’re allies, not lovers.” 
 
    “There’s an idea for you,” I said, glancing at her sidelong. She was dirty but oh so beautiful in her animal skins and furs. 
 
    This was an Edgar Rice Burroughs kind of adventure, the best sort that I’d read about as a kid. I’d loved his Pellucidar novels, the one inside the hollow Earth with dinosaurs and sabertooth cats. Back in the day, I’d had such a hard time finding the books as a kid that I’d actually dreamed about finding one of the missing novels. Eventually, though, I found and read them all. 
 
    Livi may not have been a Stone Age primitive maiden like Dian the Beautiful, but she sure looked the part. Yeah. We were in a fix. But this was living the knight-errant dream. I mean, what better way for a relatively young man like me to spend his time. I could have been on Earth with an office job, listening to some woke retard giving me heck for acting like a normal man. 
 
    Instead— 
 
    A vicious roar woke me from my daydreams. 
 
    Livi screamed. 
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    Three raptors had spotted us, seven-foot predators, each with the slim shape of a miniature tyrannosaurus. They had wicked teeth, ran on two hind legs with sharp talons on the end, and had far too much intelligence in their black eyes. 
 
    They ran at us, coming fast. 
 
    “Bayard!” Livi shouted, jumping behind me. “Do something.” 
 
    I did. I took a shooting stance, raised my rifle, levered a bullet into the chamber and sighted on the nearest predator. I held my breath and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    I believe I hit one in the cranium. It did not slow him down a bit, although he screeched with rage. 
 
    Had the tyrannosaurus driven them from the brontosaurus meal earlier? They must be hungry and angry, and figured we were just the ticket for lunch. 
 
    “Bayard!” Livi shouted, as she shook my shirt. 
 
    I dropped the rifle. It was useless against these enraged beasts. I tore out the phasor, clicked a dial and aimed it at the charging monsters. 
 
    They hissed like steam-kettles and each sprinted away from me. It was as if they recognized the phasor as deadly to them. 
 
    I aimed at the nearest before I dropped my arm without firing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Livi cried. “Kill them now. They’ll likely track us at night and eat us in our sleep. Kill them while you can.” 
 
    I glanced back at her. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Livi said, perhaps too strenuously. “You lied to me, though.” 
 
    “No. I told you I didn’t find a weapon in the vehicle.” 
 
    “You brought it with you from Earth?” 
 
    “…I took it from Philip. He had one.” 
 
    “Took it?” 
 
    “When he wasn’t looking,” I said. “But that’s beside the point. What was it about those raptors?” 
 
    “That’s what Earthlings call them?” 
 
    “What do your people call them?” I demanded. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Livi said after a time. “Without the tyrannosaurs so scare off the local beasts, our odds of making it off Chaunt Three alive go way down.” 
 
    “Our odds will be even worse without water. Do you know where we can refill the canteen?” 
 
    “Not offhand,” Livi said. 
 
    “So what’s the plan? Maybe we should wait by the portal and jump through when it opens again.” 
 
    “And if that lands us in the hands of First Folk hunters?” 
 
    “Livi…I wish you’d confide in me.” 
 
    “Likewise,” she said. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Where did you really get the phasor?” 
 
    “Okay! I found it in the vehicle. But you never tell me a damn thing, so I figured I’d keep it to myself. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    Livi stared into my eyes. “Come on. Let’s find some water. The last thing we want is to die of thirst.” 
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    Trekking overland on our own proved much harder than I’d anticipated. Earlier, the tyrannosaurus had scared everything away by its presence. Now, we not only had to contend with the terrain, but with curious dinosaurs coming to investigate us. 
 
    I used the rifle to scare a few away. I did it by firing a bullet into the air, the loud report causing timid dinosaurs to take off. Soon, though, I realized I’d quickly run out of ammo doing this. Most of my ammo had been destroyed in the backpack. 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” Livi said. 
 
    She sat exhausted under a pine. I squatted, sipping from the nearly empty canteen. 
 
    “Is there any water left?” Livi asked, as she watched me avidly as I sipped. 
 
    “Take the rest.” I handed her the canteen. 
 
    Livi took dainty sips, prolonging the experience. She actually managed to make it look sexy. Despite everything… 
 
    “Is that all you have on your mind?” Livi asked, catching me admiring her. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Please,” Livi said. “You could only wish.” 
 
    I accepted the canteen and shook it for good measure. It was empty. “Now what do we do?” 
 
    Although tired, Livi climbed to her feet, sniffing the air and rotating where she stood. She raised her right arm, pointing in a direction. “That way is water.” 
 
    “What, you’re a camel?” 
 
    “If that’s an insult, I don’t appreciate it. I’m a trained Traveler. I’ve learned to smell water. We go that way and we can refill the canteen. We need that, right?” 
 
    I grumbled an affirmation as I got up, shouldering the rifle. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I have a weapon?” Livi said. 
 
    I gave it a moment’s thought and began to unbuckle my gun belt. 
 
    “I’m thinking the phasor would be better,” Livi said. 
 
    I finished unbuckling the belt with the automatic in it and handed it to her. 
 
    Livi stared at me. 
 
    “Take it or leave it,” I said. 
 
    She took it with ill grace and buckled the belt to her lovely waist. It actually added to her sex appeal. 
 
    I must have grinned. 
 
    “Stop,” Livi pleaded. “You’re giving me a headache with your lecherous stares.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said, amused she was irritated. “Let’s get that water. I’m thirsty already. I let you take most of what was left, as I was trying to be chivalrous.” 
 
    We didn’t talk after that but stomped through high grass, avoiding clumps of ferns and stands of pine trees. Perhaps an hour later, we spied a river from high ground. The river wound through a distinct valley. There were big plant-eating dinosaurs down there, some with armored backs and clubs on their tails and others with upright plates on their backs and spikes on the end of their tails. I think the last were called stegosauruses. 
 
    We negotiated the slope and grasslands without incident and approached the river. It was slow moving and rather broad, wider than I could throw a rock, and I could throw far, farther than any of the outfielders on my high school baseball team. Livi drew the .45 automatic, holding it with two hands. I had the rifle ready. 
 
    A big old stegosaurus watched us. He tore grass from underneath a towering fern. Everyone else ignored our presence. 
 
    “Does this feel right to you?” I asked. 
 
    Livi didn’t say anything. 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Cover me,” I said. 
 
    “I could do it better with the phasor,” she said. 
 
    “Just cover me.” I held the rifle with one hand and the opened canteen with the other. A small chain attached the cap to the canteen. Cautiously, I neared the shore, which was muddy and thick with reeds taller than I was. I didn’t like that. But what else could I do? 
 
    My boots got muddy and I scanned the river carefully. This area was shallow, which I liked. When I put the canteen down, however, it proved too shallow. I debated taking off my boots, but decided if I need to run fast, I wanted them on. 
 
    I waded into deeper water, watching for ripples and anything else suspicious, and put the canteen under. Bubbles rose as air fled it and began to fill. 
 
    My heart thudded in anticipation— 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. “Run!” 
 
    I waded out and began sprinting across the muddy shore. My boots made sucking sounds. I glanced back, and I saw a crocodile rushing out of the water for me. 
 
    It wasn’t anything like the supercrocs we’d faced on Tynar. But it was big enough, maybe seven feet long and with a narrower snout than one should have. I wasn’t sure I could outrun it. 
 
    I twisted around, dropped the canteen and raised the rifle with two hands. I began to fire one round after another into the croc. Some bullets whined off its armored hide. Some seemed to sink—the beast opened its narrow snout and made a painful grok noise. Then it turned, and ran and swam away from me, soon submerging out of sight. 
 
    I’d been firing the entire time, pumping the rest of the rifle’s ammo into its back. 
 
    I was panting by this time with sweat soaking me. I was exhilarated and petrified at the same time. I wanted off this damn dinosaur planet, but it was an adventure, a thrill-a-minute, and it was draining my nervous energy. 
 
    Trembling, I reloaded the rifle, shoving the bullets into the side and found that I was woefully short of extra ammo. I could refill my rifle one more time after this. I’d have to be more careful of wasting shots. 
 
    Swallowing, picking up the canteen, I forced myself back to the water. Most of the water I’d gotten had drained out when I’d dropped the canteen. I waded into the same spot, and I let the bubbles ooze out. 
 
    Livi didn’t shout this time. I filled the canteen, twisting on the cap, and retreated to her. 
 
    She watched me the entire time, holding the automatic ready. 
 
    “We’d better drink up,” I said. 
 
    “You have purification tablets?” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “I forgot.” 
 
    I unscrewed the cap and put in a tablet. I let it do its work and then drank long and heartily. Afterward, Livi drank. I forced myself to drink more. This was a chance to soak my innards with water. Livi did likewise, and we drained the canteen. 
 
    I went back and refilled it a second time. 
 
    We were both heavy with water by then. 
 
    I told Livi about the low ammo supply. She thought about it and shrugged. 
 
    “We do what we can,” she said. 
 
    I nodded, and we started for the high ground of earlier. As we did, I heard a bugle call. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “Bayard, look.” Livi pointed at our former high ground. 
 
    Pennants and flags waved first, nine of them. Then, riders on eight or nine-foot raptors raced over the crest of the high ground and started down at us. There had to be forty of them. They were Draconians, small lizard or reptilian aliens. They rode on leather saddles and wore leather boots. Each of them clutched a long, narrow wooden lance. Some of those lances had pennants. All had glittering metal points. 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “Get your phasor ready,” Livi said. 
 
    “You think I can kill all of them?” 
 
    “Would you rather they stripped and tortured you?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Get the phasor ready.” 
 
    I pulled it out of my pocket, adjusted the dial setting and stuck it behind my belt as I would a pistol. Then, I gripped my rifle, aware of the two grenades attached to my belt. 
 
    “This might be just what we need,” I said. 
 
    “Can you speak their language?” Livi asked. 
 
    “No. Can you?” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That looks like Philip. He’s riding one of the raptor mounts.” 
 
    Livi craned her head forward, squinting. “You mean the First Folk riding to the rear.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “How can you tell its Philip?” Livi asked. “The First Folk all look alike to me.” 
 
    I’d only known Philip, so I had no idea if that was true or not. “The little hominid probably has tech weapons with him. That might nullify my phasor.” 
 
    At that point, our conversation ended, as another bugle tooted. 
 
    A raptor rider raised a lance with the largest flag, and the rest of the riders began to slow down. The cavalcade no longer charged us, but came at a steady and stately stride. 
 
    The First Folk rider took out a loudspeaker and aimed it at us. “Is that Jake Bayard I see? Did you really survive the Road, Bayard?” 
 
    I slung the rifle and cupped my hands around my mouth for shouting. “Philip, is that you?” 
 
    “It is indeed. Tell the woman to put down her weapon, as you have just become the captives of the Red Dogs of Sun Strike Lodge.” 
 
    I noticed that most of the flags and pennants were red. The rest had sun symbols on them. How could I have missed it earlier? 
 
    “Have her put down her weapon, Bayard,” Philip said over the loudspeaker. “You’re dead if you don’t.” 
 
    “No!” I wasn’t going to be their prisoner. It hadn’t gone well for me the last time Draconians had made me one. Besides, I didn’t trust Philip. Thus, I drew my phasor and decided to go for broke. “You’re dead if you don’t all surrender to me.” 
 
    It took Philip a moment. Then, he raised the loudspeaker again. “I have a phasor, too, Bayard.” 
 
    “This is your last warning,” I shouted. “You know I’ll target you first, don’t you? Can you stop a phasor beam, you bastard?” 
 
    Philip lowered the loudspeaker, moved his mount near a fancy-dressed Draconian and began an urgent conversation. Was that the Sun Strike Lodge chieftain? 
 
    “What happens if they don’t surrender to you?” Livi asked me softly. 
 
    I wasn’t sure, as I hadn’t figured that far ahead. One thing I knew, though, I’d never surrender to the little hominid and his crew. If I had to, I planned to go down fighting, Alamo style. 
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    After a tense two minutes of waiting as the two argued, Philip urged his raptor mount through the others and walked the beast toward us. 
 
    The Draconians watched me closely, though. It felt as if they might charge at any moment. 
 
    “Look at my hands, Bayard,” Philip said, as he held them out. “I’m not holding a weapon.” 
 
    I still held the phasor, although I didn’t point it him. 
 
    “Hello,” Philip said to Livi. “You must be the Vegan.” 
 
    I glanced at her sharply. “You’re from Vega?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Livi said softly. “He’s trying to cause dissention between us.” 
 
    “It’s true, then,” Philip said. “Bayard rescued you from the Aster Research Team.” 
 
    “Is that what they were called?” Livi said. 
 
    “Vegans are cagey,” Philip told me. “Do you notice that they don’t trust anyone?” 
 
    “That makes them just like the First Folk,” I observed. 
 
    “Ah. She told you our name.” Philip nodded. “I’m surprised the two of you have worked so well together. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “What choice did we have?” I indicated the landscape. “This is a deadly planet. Chaunt Three, isn’t it? Why did you bring us to the Chaunt System?” 
 
    “Bayard…” Philip considered me for a time. “I may have underestimated you. Your phasor only has a low charge, by the way. You don’t have enough to harm everyone here.” 
 
    I laughed. “Wrong. It’s fully charged. But I doubt I need all of it, anyway. Who do you think I’ll shoot first?” 
 
    “The chieftain,” Philip said. “He’s the logical choice.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You, buddy boy. I’ll shoot you first just like I said earlier.” 
 
    “And die in turn.” 
 
    I laughed again, putting some crazy into it. I’ve been told I was good at that. It had helped a few times in Bhutan back in the day. 
 
    Philip shifted uneasily on his mount, glancing back at the Draconian troop before regarding me again. 
 
    “This is a delicate operation,” he said, as if confiding in me. “Your presence has already caused problems. You were supposed to stay on Chaunt One until I was ready to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “You left me there to die.” 
 
    “Who do you think made sure you found a racer?” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Bayard, I need a way out of the Chaunt System. You’re it. Of course, maybe the Vegan could help me leave. I know she’s a Traveler. The Aster Team was foolish to let her get away so easily. You know they’re hunting for her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” Livi asked. 
 
    Philip laughed. “I care because I want to leave when I’m finished. This is only part of my…experiment.” 
 
    It sounded as if he was going to say something else. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I don’t trust you a whit. You’ve lied to me all down the line.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Shut up for a second,” I said. “I’m explaining why we’re at an impasse. I don’t trust you because you haven’t given me any reason. You lie as easily as you breathe. You left me to die on the Road. You surely don’t expect me to believe you’re my secret benefactor?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You launched a bomb at us.” 
 
    “When?” Philip said sharply. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Nice try. As if you don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t,” Livi said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not setting down my phasor. But I am going to start firing soon. You can leave or you can die. Those are your choices.” 
 
    “If you believe I’m a malefactor,” Philip said, “why would you let me live?” 
 
    “The troop behind you is the reason,” I said. “I die. You die. I live. You live.” 
 
    Philip stared up at the sky, soon shaking his hairy head. “I admit I’ve used half-truths and fairy tales to drag you along. As the Vegan has no doubt told you, we’re loath to give up any of our secrets. She no doubt also told you that the Institute is divided into various factions. I’m a dominie of the Natural Growth group.” 
 
    “What’s a dominie?” I asked. 
 
    “A rank,” Philip said, “a high one, I might add. I’m a firm believer in fieldwork, which puts me at odds to regular Institute procedures and protocols. It also means I know much more than the average field technician—such as the three you slew destroying their floater. The Vegan no doubt informed you that knowledge is power. It’s one of the key adages of the Institute.” 
 
    “Natural Growth, huh,” I said. “Are you referring to the former planets of the Harmony?” 
 
    Philip raised his hairy eyebrows. “You’re not as dumb as you pretend. That’s an acute analysis given your scant evidence.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it; his praise caused me to straighten my shoulders and stand a little taller. 
 
    “The globe on the Persian Gulf seabed isn’t Natural Growth, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Philip said. 
 
    “That was why you came to Earth, to check it out?” 
 
    “Partly.” Philip seemed reluctant, adding, “We believe it’s far too soon to reconnect the former Harmony planets. Ultimately, that’s what they’re trying to do. Such reconnection will bring war, which might foment greater chaos.” 
 
    “Why war?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time or place to discuss it.” 
 
    “Do you mean reconnect Earth to the greater whole?” I asked. “From what I’ve seen so far, Earth could kick everyone else’s ass out there. We have nukes, for one thing. We also have a far greater population and unified states more powerful than anything else I’ve seen.” 
 
    “It’s true that Earth has certain advantages,” Philip said. “Attempting to conquer the other planets would bring shattering harm to your planet, though. Yes, I also suspect Earthlings would quickly bring their nuclear dominance into the equation. That would be disastrous for everyone.” 
 
    I turned to Livi. “What do you think? Is he making sense?” 
 
    Livi pondered that. “The teleporter on the seabed doesn’t sound like an open reconnection. It strikes me more as an invasion point against Earth.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. Yes, of course. Philip’s quick agreement to my idea had hidden his real agenda. He was still up to his old trick of lying like a dog. So far, he’d lied to me to about everything. I’d be a fool to believe anything he said until he showed me concrete reasons otherwise. 
 
    “Livi’s right,” I said. “It does sound like a secret assembly point for a carefully gathered force before exploding outward in a surprise assault. Has the Institute recruited the local Krekelens to the invasion plan?” 
 
    “I’m not part of the group that put the mass teleporter down there,” Philip said. “I’m against the entire notion. I think it’s madness.” 
 
    “Where did you find a mobile teleporter?” Livi asked. “There hasn’t been one of those for…a long time.” 
 
    “I didn’t find it,” Philip said, “as it isn’t part of the Natural Growth…side. A different faction of the Institute—” Philip stopped and waved a hairy hand. “I want to send the mobile teleporter back to where it came from. I want to avoid interstellar war and let the planets continue to grow naturally.” 
 
    “The thing is a link for invaders against Earth?” I asked. 
 
    “…Yes,” Philip said. 
 
    I turned to Livi and asked in a low voice, “Do you believe him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “The mass they’d need for an open invasion of your planet…is such a thing even feasible? Maybe they plan to infiltrate your governments on a much larger scale than the Krekelens have attempted. But even that might prove difficult if they show themselves.” 
 
    Before Livi could elaborate, three triangular fliers appeared in the distance. Presently, they looked like small sky dots. One of them must have launched a missile, as something moved swiftly away from them. 
 
    Draconian bugles tooted. The little reptilian riders shouted. In moments, groups of riders split into different directions, their raptor mounts breaking into swift flight. 
 
    “Get down,” Philip shouted. “Those are Aster fliers. They’ve found me, confound it.” 
 
    I didn’t take Philip’s advice, but continued to watch what I suspected was a missile arrowing for our location. 
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    Philip slid off his raptor mount, turning toward what was definitely a missile. He slipped on the glasses I’d seen him use in the Persian Gulf and clicked a switch on them. He raised his phasor, straightened his hairy arm and pressed the firing mechanism. 
 
    A clear ray beamed from the phasor. It struck the missile—the missile detonated, exploding harmlessly in the sky while still far from us. 
 
    The three fliers accelerated toward us. They were no longer dots, but appeared exactly as they were, triangular-shaped craft, likely the size of U.S. or Russian fighter jets like F-35s. 
 
    “You fools,” Philip said loud enough for me to hear, although he was speaking to them. “Don’t force my hand.” 
 
    I glanced at Livi. 
 
    “Use your phasor and help him,” she suggested. 
 
    I set my dial on its highest setting and fired a beam. It missed wide of the mark from any of the three fliers. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Philip shouted at me. “We don’t want them to fight us but retreat.” 
 
    Another missile sped away from a flier and at us. 
 
    “You don’t call that fighting?” I shouted, pointing at the new missile. 
 
    Philip swore in a foreign tongue, using his phasor and targeting glasses to explode that missile, as well. He was shaking his head, and I had a feeling he was being genuine. 
 
    With a cry of anguish, Philip fired his phasor at one of the triangular fliers. The underbelly resisted the beam. Then, the beam burned through. Seconds later, smoke poured from the craft. 
 
    Two objects shot violently from the top of the smoking flier. It seemed as if people or First Folk sat in each seat. I was right. Parachutes blossomed, and the two strapped to their seats began to float down toward the ground. 
 
    The smoking flier began to scream with sound as it, too, headed for the jungle. I spied flickering flames. The aerial craft picked up speed, going straight down, and then it slammed against the ground, exploding and sending up smoke and a fireball. 
 
    The other two fliers veered away. Neither launched a missile, but fled at speed, soon turning into dots again and then disappearing from view. 
 
    The two seats with the Homo habilis pilots reached the ground. They were both quite some distance from the crashed aerial vehicle and from us. 
 
    “I hope you two are happy,” Philip shouted. “This is a disaster.” He must have noticed something else. He adjusted his spectacles as he peered into the distance. “No,” he breathed. 
 
    I squinted in the direction he looked, but couldn’t see anything to have caused the anguish. 
 
    Philip reached for his raptor mount. The creature took that moment to raise its murderous head and give a challenging cry. It bolted even as Philip attempted to mount up. 
 
    The raptor fled in the direction of the burning flier. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I shouted. “What did you see? Why did your mount bolt?” 
 
    Philip turned angrily to me. “Draconians are heading for the grounded sky pilots. They must have summoned my mount.” 
 
    “So?” I asked. “The Draconians will rescue the pilots, right?” 
 
    “Wrong,” Philip said. “They’ll likely murder them. The fliers have been strafing the Red Dogs. This is just the opportunity the warriors have been waiting for. I told them I’d help them capture the culprits, but I’d been hoping to avoid this.” 
 
    So good old Philip had been lying to the Red Dogs of Sun Strike Lodge, as well. That supported my idea to distrust everything he said. Maybe the little hominid simply couldn’t help lying. 
 
    “Look at it this way,” Livi told Philip. “The pilots’ capture will raise your status in the warriors’ eyes.” 
 
    “I’m not helping the savages in order for them to murder First Folk,” Philip said hotly. “I could be disbarred from the Institute for this.” 
 
    I must have looked confused. 
 
    “The First Folk likely have rules of conduct and engagement while in the field,” Livi explained to me. “I’m guessing that if the savages—the Red Dog warriors—murder those two, it will likely break one of the precious Institute protocols and act as a black mark against Philip or against his rank.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Philip said. “This is horrible.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “As horrible as leaving McPherson with the Krekelens?” 
 
    Philip stared at me. “How can you possibly understand? I’m trying to avert an interstellar disaster. How does McPherson’s life weigh against that?” 
 
    “Just as much or more than those two pilots,” I said. 
 
    “Madness. You can’t equate a half-savage against one or two of the First Folk. There’s no equivalency between them.” 
 
    “You think you’re better than we are?” 
 
    “Please,” Philip said. “It’s obvious which race is superior, and it isn’t you loutish humans. But that’s not even the point. The pilots’ deaths will make my task infinitely more difficult. This will breed bad blood among the Schools of Thought.” 
 
    “Quit dithering and blubbering,” Livi told Philip. “It’s happening. What’s next? Will more fliers show up to avenge them?” 
 
    “You don’t understand the gravity of this,” Philip said. “If the Red Dogs slay the First Folk, the savages will look at me differently. My status will diminish in their eyes instead of grow. They’ll see that my kind die as easily as any other, and by their hand. Until now, I’ve gotten the Red Dogs to listen to me because they think of me as semi-divine.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said. “You, a hairy little hominid weakling, are supposed to be semi-divine?” 
 
    Philip scowled, perhaps not caring for my scorn. “You two are in danger as well. I’d hoped to take you back with me to their lodge. No, no, this is bad. What makes it worse is that you’re both Travelers. In a way, you’re honorary First Folk, at least in terms of utility to the universe but more importantly to the Institute.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “There’s a portal at the crash site,” Livi said. 
 
    Philip perked up. “A portal to where?” 
 
    “The Road on Chaunt One,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm.” Philip unhooked a device from his belt. He used his short opposable thumbs to click buttons. “Ah-ha.” He looked up at us. “We could conceivably use the portal to reach elsewhere. It will be tricky, though.” 
 
    “How do we reach the portal?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you daft?” Philip said. “We run there.” 
 
    “It took us over an hour to get here,” Livi said. 
 
    “Then we’d better get started,” Philip said. “Are you two game or do you want to wait for the Red Dogs? You do know that they’ll return, right?” 
 
    I didn’t trust Philip. But I didn’t want to deal with murderous reptilian savages eager to kill us. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said. 
 
    Moments later, we started marching, headed back once more to the original crash site, hoping no Red Dogs reached us before we could escape from Chaunt Three. 
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    The wish must have been too extravagant. 
 
    We trekked two miles, and Livi and I were exhausted from the endless marching and fighting. 
 
    “I’m beat,” I whispered to Livi. 
 
    She nodded, and she slipped her hand into mine. 
 
    I thought that an odd response. Then I felt what she was handing me: a tiny pill. 
 
    “What’s this?” I whispered. 
 
    “A powerful stimulant,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’ve been using these?” 
 
    “When I have to,” she whispered. “I suggest you do the same.” 
 
    I put in my mouth and dry swallowed. I’d learned the trick long ago in basic training, where aspirin and ibuprofen had helped me through the roughest times. 
 
    This pill was not like any stimulant I knew. It didn’t kick in fast, but I felt now as if I had much greater reserves of strength. I learned that that was its trick, and I would need days of rest when this was over. 
 
    At three miles, Philip called for us to halt. 
 
    I was in the lead, and then Livi and finally Philip followed. We threaded through tall grasses, using the path our once tame tyrannosaurus had originally made. 
 
    I turned. “What is it now?” 
 
    “Can’t you hear it?” Philip asked. 
 
    I cocked my head, staring at him, perplexed. 
 
    “Red Dogs are coming,” Philip said. 
 
    I listened again, and still couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Livi. 
 
    “Homo sapiens,” Philip said. “It’s true you have size, but it has left little for refined senses like hearing, seeing and reasoning.” 
 
    “Know what I think?” I said, tired of his racial arrogance. “Your animal-like hearing indicates less refinement. You can hear like a dog because you’re lower on the evolutionary scale than we are. Perhaps that’s why it’s so easy for you to tell lies. You lack a higher sense of honesty and integrity.” 
 
    “And your strength makes you more like an ox,” Philip shot back. “That’s what I’m saying. Instead of reasoning, you have regressive, apish thinking. It’s a wonder your species hasn’t blown up your planet yet.” 
 
    I thought about Kaldar and its Atomic War. Technically, humans had started it, but it was the Zero Stones—parasitical alien devices—that had been the real culprits. 
 
    Before we could continue the debate, a bugle tooted in the distance. Several others joined in. 
 
    “Instead of bickering,” Livi said, “we should be devising a plan. What are we going to do with the Red Dogs coming?” 
 
    “That will depend,” Philip said. “I suggest you two leave this to me. Unless one of you can speak the native Draconian tongue.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I said. 
 
    Livi said nothing. 
 
    Philip faced the direction of the bugle. 
 
    Soon, a score of raptor riders burst into view. That meant half of the troop had trailed us. The other half was somewhere else. 
 
    The Draconians were four feet tall on average and skinny in human terms. They had bigger eyes than a human their size. They had thin leathery arms, and they jangled because of the number of medallions and trinkets they wore from their necks. Most had leather vests and sandals. They each carried a narrow wooden lance, a leather shield with a device painted on it, and they sported knives and hatchets on their belts. Each sat upon a saddle with leather wraps down from their knees to ankles. That part rubbed against the raptor hide, and provided protection for extended rides and the abrasion they caused. 
 
    The raptors wore ribbons and various metal pieces. They waved their small arms and gnashed their teeth, watching us with black eyes that seemed far too intelligent for mere war-mounts. 
 
    A wizened rider with gray upon his face, and a fur hat, hissed orders to the others. 
 
    The mounts slowed, those on the wings fanning out. 
 
    The three of us had stayed away from tall ferns and pines, and thus stood in tall grasses. Soon, raptors and their riders surrounded us, the Draconians aiming their lances at us. The chief or hetman hissed more orders. The riders closed in until the circling metal points were less than three feet from us in all directions. 
 
    “I take it we’re not going to burn them down with phasor fire,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    Livi had moved beside me. She leaned even nearer and whispered, “I understand their tongue. Thus, I’ll know what Philip tells them.” 
 
    “You should have let Philip know so he won’t lie to them about us,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Livi whispered. “This is better. We can learn if we can trust him even a little.” 
 
    I thought about it and nodded. 
 
    Philip spoke loudly and raised his hominid hands. He sounded cheerful and smiled at the chieftain. 
 
    “I have fulfilled my oath,” Livi whispered in my ear, repeating what Philip told the chieftain. 
 
    The wizened chieftain urged his mount closer to Philip. The old reptile spoke rapid fire. 
 
    “Why did you run from us?” Livi told me the chieftain asked the hominid. 
 
    “Not run,” Philip said, chuckling. “I went with them to see their grounded car. I knew you would be busy dealing with the evil pilots.” 
 
    “We slew the pilots,” the chieftain said. “Before they died, they begged and groveled, but we slew them as murderers.” 
 
    “You slew them?” asked Philip. 
 
    “As was our right,” the chieftain said. 
 
    After a second, Philip nodded empathically. “That was bold. I congratulate you on your courage.” 
 
    “How was it courageous?” the chieftain asked. “The pilots were at our mercy.” 
 
    “Those two, yes,” Philip said. “The others will know what you did, though.” 
 
    “How? By you telling them?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said, “though magic.” 
 
    Several of the raptor riders shifted uneasily. 
 
    “Maybe you have a call device and told the others what happened,” the chieftain said. 
 
    “I would never do that,” Philip said. 
 
    “You are formed like the cowards who begged,” the chieftain said. “Perhaps if we put knives to your throats, you, too, would beg and tell us truthfully how to defeat the fliers.” 
 
    “I’m your friend,” Philip said. “I’ve helped you exactly as I said I would.” 
 
    “Why did the pilots beg like cowards?” the chieftain asked. “Did they lack honor?” 
 
    “That’s the wrong question,” Philip said. “The right question is: how can you keep your lodge intact from flier retaliation?” 
 
    “I think I know how,” the chieftain said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I can capture you and bring you to the others’ base, trading you to them in exchange for peace.” 
 
    “You know where the flier base is?” 
 
    The chieftain nodded. “Several of my warriors have seen it.” 
 
    “But that’s marvelous,” Philip said. “Would you be willing to show me the base?” 
 
    The chieftain sneered. “I will take you as a captive. I will use you to trick the sky riders. Once we are within their defenses, we can slaughter them as easily as we speared the fallen begging vermin.” 
 
    “Great Chief,” Philip said. “You forget whom you address. I am not powerless like those you slew. I have ways to defend myself.” 
 
    “If you reach for your little stick, my warriors will skewer you.” 
 
    “My little stick brought down the sky-craft,” Philip said. 
 
    The chieftain shook his head. “I did not realize your kind were so easy to kill like any other prey. I thought you were from the gods. Now I know this is not so. Otherwise, your kind would not have begged like cowards before they died. This changes much. Do you understand me, hairy one?” 
 
    On the sly, I looked around. I might manage to burn down a dozen of these creeps with the phasor. Others would ride me down and spear me in the back, though. We needed another way out of this mess. If they seized Philip, they would surely take us captive as well. His fate would be our fate. 
 
    I decided to go balls to the firewall on this, so I threw back my head and laughed loudly. 
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    The Draconian Red Dogs watched me carefully as I continued to laugh. 
 
    “Tell them what I say,” I said out of the side of my mouth to Livi. 
 
    Not waiting for her answer, I walked up to Philip from behind and smacked him a good one open-handed on the back of the head. It caused him to stagger and go down. 
 
    I pointed at Philip sprawled on the ground. He twisted around and glared at me even as he rubbed the back of his hairy head. 
 
    “That one,” I said, pointing at Philip, “does my bidding.” 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    I looked back at Livi. 
 
    She swallowed hard and hurried to me, speaking in Draconian to the chieftain, repeating my words, I hoped. 
 
    The wizened Draconian chieftain eyed me, Philip and then me again. Finally, he spoke. 
 
    Livi said, “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    I slapped my chest. “I’m the leader. I’m the chieftain. I give the orders. Philip did my bidding and aided you. Do not think, though, that you can treat him like a slave. I will become angry if you do that.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Livi hissed at me. 
 
    I waited for her to catch up in the translation even as I got into my role. “Stay down,” I quietly told Philip. “In fact, it would better if you cowered and crawled toward me.” 
 
    Philip stared up, and I expected rage to burn in his eyes. Instead, I saw guile on his face. I think he understood what I was attempting. He was likely already scheming for ways to use this to his advantage. 
 
    Incredibly, Philip crawled to me and grabbed an ankle, putting his forehead against that foot. 
 
    “See how he cringes?” I said. 
 
    The chieftain nodded as Livi translated. 
 
    “I’m the leader. I’ve helped you through him, and I want to hear no more words about capture and helping the sky riders. If you doubt my skills, take any three of your warriors. Have them dismount and try to wrestle me to the ground.” 
 
    After Livi translated, the chieftain pondered. Soon, he shook his wizened head. 
 
    “Instead of footmen,” the chieftain said, “I will challenge you with three riders. What do you say to that?” 
 
    I’d half expected that. Thus, I lunged at the nearest Red Dog and grabbed a lance behind a spear point. I yanked as hard as I could. The rider held on tight, and I yanked him off his saddle so he tumbled over the raptor’s head and onto the ground. 
 
    Before the others could react, I did that to a second warrior. 
 
    I wasn’t able to do it to a third, as all the raptors backed up several steps, taking the riders out of immediate range. It also gave us three a bit more breathing room. 
 
    “That was a mistake,” Philip told me from the ground. 
 
    I picked up a squirming Draconian, raised the little fellow over my head and heaved him six or seven feet away. Then, I slapped my chest again and laughed loudly. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. 
 
    I’d been watching the other out of the corner of my eye. He’d drawn a knife and now scrambled up to charge me. Since showing fear would mean we’d all die, I decided to go whole hog into the display. I gambled, and I timed it perfectly. I kicked the little bastard in the head, knocking him sprawling backward so the knife flew from his reptilian hand. 
 
    “That was fun!” I shouted. 
 
    When Livi didn’t translate, I urged her with a fierce look. 
 
    She turned to the watching chieftain and his riders and told him what I’d said. 
 
    I slapped my chest again for good measure. 
 
    The chieftain pondered for a time, nodding in the end and hissing words to Livi. 
 
    “You are big and strong,” he said. “I can well believe you are from the sky. Why did you send this little furry one ahead of you?” 
 
    “To help you,” I said. 
 
    “Are the other that look like him yours, too?” 
 
    That was a shrewd question. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Why are they alike?” the chieftain asked. 
 
    “I captured one of the hairy workers of evil,” I said. “I retrained him, knowing that he could slip in and out among them to get to you. Now, I have come myself. You must hide from the sky-craft. You must slay any you capture.” 
 
    Philip looked up at me sharply. 
 
    “Do you need my help as he did?” the chieftain asked me. 
 
    “I thank you for your offer, but no,” I said. 
 
    Livi paused and then began to translate. “Are you sure about that?” she asked me. “Red Dog help could prove vital to us.” 
 
    “I’m very sure,” I told her. 
 
    Livi eyed me longer, finally turning to the chieftain and speaking his hissing tongue. 
 
    “Will you take your slave with you?” the chieftain asked, meaning Philip. 
 
    “I’ll reward him for what he’s done,” I said. “I’ll take him with me. Now, however, it is time for you to go. I have much to do, so I can no longer speak to you.” 
 
    Livi translated. 
 
    The chieftain rubbed his scaly chin, gave me an odd salute and turned to his troop, hissing at them. 
 
    “Well?” I asked Livi quietly. 
 
    “They’re leaving,” she said. 
 
    The raptor riders raised their lances, cried out and then began turning their mounts. Soon, a bugle sounded and the mounts quickened their pace. 
 
    In moments, the score of riders were gone, swallowed up by the Jurassic vegetation. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Livi asked me. “The Red Dogs could have protected us from the jungle creatures.” 
 
    “We have to leave Chaunt Three,” I said. “Like Philip said, the fliers are already hunting for us. The savages won’t be able to protect us from them. As long as we have phasors, we can deal with the jungle dinosaurs.” 
 
    “Do you think the portal will really work for us?” Livi asked. 
 
    I turned to Philip, and saw that he’d quietly drawn his phasor and aimed it at the both of us. 
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    Philip climbed to his feet, keeping the phasor aimed at us, me, mainly. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Livi told me. “The Red Dogs would have stopped him from turning on us.” 
 
    I said nothing, just watched the treacherous Homo habilis. 
 
    “You hit me,” Philip said, rubbing the back of his head. 
 
    “You bet I did, as I had to convince the chieftain I meant what I said. If you noticed, it worked. You ought to be thanking me instead of trying a stupid backstab like this.” 
 
    “I don’t like anyone touching me,” Philip said. “Hitting me is a thousand times worse.” 
 
    “Yada, yada, yada,” I said. “Get over it, buddy boy. We need to get a move on. Or do you think you can find the portal on your own?” 
 
    Philip pondered a moment. “Give me your phasor,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t need to ponder. I shook my head. 
 
    “Do you want to die?” Philip asked, raising his phasor. 
 
    I snorted. “I’m not going to be your prisoner. Got it? You work with us, you kill us or we can part company and each do his own thing.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll kill you?” 
 
    “You might,” I conceded, “but I’m betting your logical half will see the need for cooperation. Look, you didn’t like the smack on the head. I can understand that. I sure as heck didn’t care about your stranding McPherson with the Krekelens on Earth. But I’m not going to kill you for it, even if you do deserve it.” 
 
    Philip stared at me. “If you hit me again, you’ll die.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll die. If you strand McPherson again I’ll throttle you myself.” 
 
    “Don’t goad him,” Livi said. 
 
    I didn’t bother looking at Livi or responding to her plea. To say I was sick of Philip and his lying, treacherous ways would be an understatement. This pulling a phasor on us after all I’d done for him pissed me off royally. The Red Dogs were going to kill him. The dude ought to have been thanking me. But, then, he was a high and mighty First Folk. I was starting to see why everyone who knew the First Folk hated their hairy guts. 
 
    Philip’s extra-wide nostrils flared. With a quiet oath, he put away the phasor. He actually had the audacity to show me his shiny teeth afterward in a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “You pass the test,” Philip said. 
 
    I debated giving him another whack on the side of the head. But I decided that was stupid. He was a ruthless, cunning and selfish little bastard. To think him harmless or fluffy was a big mistake. Philip might be small and scrawny, but he was muy dangerous, calculating and quick on his feet. 
 
    “We should reach the portal as quickly as we can,” Philip added. 
 
    Livi and I exchanged glances. She opened her mouth, maybe to reprimand him. 
 
    I spoke first. “Yeah, let’s do this while the sun’s still shining.” 
 
    Livi looked at me. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    She finally nodded, sighing loud enough for Philip to hear. 
 
    “You can use this portal, right?” I asked Philip. 
 
    “I should be able to,” Philip said. 
 
    “Where will it lead?” 
 
    “To the Road on Chaunt One,” he said. 
 
    “You can find a vehicle there?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound certain,” Livi said. 
 
    “I’m open to other ideas,” Philip said. 
 
    “Where would we teleport to next after we reach the Road?” I asked. 
 
    “That will depend,” Philip said. 
 
    “How about Vega?” 
 
    “Listen,” Livi told me. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Philip told her. “He knows you’re from Vega. I assume you kept that from him.” 
 
    “Bayard, he’s trying to divide us,” Livi said. 
 
    “I’m well aware of what he’s doing,” I said. “You figure to reach the Road, huh?” 
 
    “We have to go there to leave the Chaunt System,” Philip said. 
 
    “Tell me. Does the other side—your guys in the Institute—have spaceships in the star system?” 
 
    A shifty look entered Philip’s eyes. “Not really.” 
 
    “Save it. It was stupid of me to ask you. I know you won’t give me an honest answer, but tell me any lie you think I’ll believe.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘not really’?” Livi asked Philip. 
 
    “Save it,” I told her too. “He’s not going to give you a straight answer. So, why bother asking?” 
 
    “If that’s true,” Livi said, “then Philip isn’t a team player.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So, remember that and act accordingly.” 
 
    “Why should I help you two if you’re going to disparage me like this?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “This arguing is wasting time. We only have so much daylight. I don’t want to be stuck on Chaunt Three when the sun goes down.” 
 
    Livi nodded. “That’s a good point. Yes, let’s go.” 
 
    And so we did, with me in the lead, Livi next and Philip the Cunning Traitor bringing up the rear. 
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    As we trekked through this Jurassic paradise, I did some thinking. Probably this time more than any other, I was out of the loop concerning knowledge of background events. Both Philip and Livi liked to keep their secrets close, doling out just enough to keep a man like me interested but not so I really knew anything important. 
 
    I recalled the Draconians I’d met in Antarctica what seemed like years ago now. I hadn’t spent much time with them, but I’d seen them in action. They’d struck me as having a two-tier system: one group technically sophisticated, and the other primitives. According to what I’d learned later, those Draconians had been in stasis in Antarctica from before recorded Earth history. Despite that, they’d had access to some high-level technology, which included a flying saucer. 
 
    From what I’d learned on Kaldar last time, Draconians might have brought Zero Stones to various planets. The Draconians had never seemed like players, but foot soldiers for the players, for the manipulators behind the scenes, for those like Philip, Zero Stones, Livi’s people and Krekelens. 
 
    What did that mean here? 
 
    I wasn’t immediately sure. Livi had a goal. Philip had a goal. I was just trying to stay alive and learn something new while I was at it. And I also wanted to rescue McPherson from Rull the Krekelen at the bottom of the Persian Gulf. 
 
    I think my goal this time was to eliminate the teleporter globe on the seabed of the Persian Gulf. Someone in the Institute, it seemed, was trying to set something up on Earth. Would the First Folk come through as foot soldiers to conquer our world? 
 
    That seemed farfetched. The First Folk of the Institute would need foot soldiers to fight for them. 
 
    Livi had been back to Tynar in the Canopus System. Was she part of all this? Had she been trying to recruit Shajoks as foot soldiers to conquer Earth for the Institute? 
 
    No. That struck me as unlikely. Could the Draconians do the job then as foot soldiers? 
 
    I couldn’t see the little dinosaur people battling their way across Earth no matter what kind of fancy technology they received. That meant I hadn’t met the foot soldiers for the Institute side that had transferred the mobile teleporter to the bottom of the Persian Gulf. 
 
    Conquering a planet like Earth with a dense population was a huge proposition. Could a group do it coming out from one locale like the Persian Gulf? 
 
    That seemed farfetched. 
 
    Was I barking up the wrong tree here? Had Philip simply given me another of his lies? 
 
    I wrestled with the idea for quite some time. Then, from one second to another, an insight struck. Maybe I was looking at this the wrong way. Maybe the Institute group that put the teleporter on the Persian Gulf seabed wanted Earthlings as the ground troops. They would recruit us to go elsewhere and conquer other places for them. 
 
    That made much more sense. Besides, our planet had a lot of experience doing that sort of thing. I’m talking about the Mongols, Genghis Khan and company, and the Europeans in the Age of Sail and later that of Steam. The Spaniards, Portuguese, Dutch, French and English had amassed huge colonies back in the day. The European conquests were more likely examples than Genghis Khan’s march across the world. The Europeans had done it with much smaller armies and navies but with superior technology versus their opponents. 
 
    What would a conquest throughout the planets look like with Earth supplying the mercenaries and the First Folk doling out high-tech weaponry? 
 
    Was that the idea here? A single launch point might work under those conditions. If I were guessing right about this, why would Philip be against it? 
 
    If I was correct, why hadn’t the process already started? 
 
    Maybe it was a matter of collecting enough Travelers, mercenaries, weaponry and other things. 
 
    A roar woke me from my musings. I noticed we’d made it back to the crash site. The roar came from three raptors eating from a giant brontosaurus corpse. The raptors didn’t charge us, but let us know we’d better stay away from the meat. 
 
    I looked around, but couldn’t spy the tyrannosaurus we’d ridden. He must have gone somewhere else to sleep off his gorging. 
 
    “This way,” I said. 
 
    We skirted the massive corpse and the feasting raptors. Livi pointed out the crashed floater—Philip hurried to it, inspecting the craft, particularly the shattered and broken windshield. 
 
    “There are bullet holes in it,” he said. 
 
    “Bayard shot them,” Livi said. “Didn’t you know that was why it crashed?” 
 
    Philip squinted at me. “When you fired at them, did you know the floater held Institute personnel?” 
 
    “I knew Livi from before,” I said. “They’d pushed her out to face the T-Rex alone. I was trying to save her.” 
 
    “By slaughtering them?” demanded Philip. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Why do you care? They’re your enemies, right?” 
 
    “No. They belong to a different faction within the Institute. I…I don’t know what to say to this.” 
 
    “Look. We’re here. You have your device. What’s really at stake? You said you’re trying to halt an interstellar war. Is that true or not?” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    I studied his brown eyes and could tell absolutely nothing by them. This little sucker could lie with the straightest face. He’d been feeding me BS from the get-go. Why should I suddenly trust him now? 
 
    In fact— 
 
    Philip reached inside his garment. 
 
    I drew my phasor faster, pointing it at him. “Hold it,” I said. 
 
    Philip froze as he saw the phasor aimed at his head. 
 
    I walked up to him and grabbed the hand he had inside his garment, yanking it out. He held onto his phasor. I wrenched the weapon out of his grip. 
 
    “Catch,” I told Livi. 
 
    She caught the phasor out of the air. 
 
    “It isn’t want you think,” Philip said. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I said. “I’m going to hold onto your collar and press my phasor against your head. You’re going to open the portal and we’re all going to go through together. If you try one of your treacherous moves, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Kill me,” Philip said, “and you’ll never make it back to Earth.” 
 
    “I’ll say this for you: you’re cool under pressure. But you should consider this. I don’t believe your threats anymore.” 
 
    “Colonel McPherson will die if you don’t return to Earth.” 
 
    The blood pounded in my brain, and I felt a crazy grin stretch my lips. “That’s the ticket, buddy boy. Threaten McPherson. I won’t want to burn you down even more. No, I’ll believe everything you say if you keep threatening her.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, Bayard,” Philip said. 
 
    “Listen, carefully, fur ball. I’m an inch from burning you down and doing all this on my own. You’re a treacherous skunk. To be honest, I have no idea what your real game is. In fact, I don’t care. I’m getting back to Earth and I’m saving McPherson. I’m going to gut the Krekelen underwater base while I’m at it. But the Institute—screw the lot of you.” 
 
    “You don’t care about interstellar war?” asked Philip. 
 
    “La-la-la-la-la,” I said. 
 
    Philip frowned. 
 
    “Are you done squawking?” I asked. “If so, let’s get started.” I shoved him while holding onto his collar, pushing him in the direction of the wrecked Road vehicle. “Come on, Livi. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    I had the feeling she was aiming the phasor I’d given her at me. Was she a secret ally to this weasel? 
 
    Instead of looking over my shoulder, I yanked Philip and turned so both of us faced Livi. 
 
    She was staring up at the sky. 
 
    I followed her gaze. In the distance were three floaters like the first. Behind them were six triangular fliers. They were still a long way off, but definitely headed our way. 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “We have company. What do you think, Philip? Do we stay or do we go?” 
 
    “We’d…better wait and see what they want,” Philip said. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Thanks for the advice.” 
 
    “We’re waiting?” Livi asked me. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “We’re going through the portal. We’re doing the opposite of what the liar suggests.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to go with you anymore,” Philip said. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Then, I’ll kill you.” And I started to put pressure on the firing mechanism of my phasor. 
 
    “Wait!” Philip screeched, who watched me closely. “I’ll open the portal. I’ll open it.” 
 
    “Oh, imagine that,” I said, easing pressure. “Well, in that case, let’s get going.” 
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    I had a hold of the back of Philip’s collar, with the orifice of my phasor pressed against his hairy head. My thumb was on the firing mechanism. 
 
    The crashed Road vehicle was well behind us. Livi was behind me. It was obvious where the portal had appeared before. 
 
    I watched the little hominid as he unhooked the device from his belt and began to manipulate it with his opposable thumbs. 
 
    I especially kept my gaze on the device’s small screen. 
 
    Philip tried to hold the device so I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I did see—to a degree. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. 
 
    I heard a sizzling sound. It came from right in front of me. 
 
    “Back to the Road on Chaunt One, correct?” asked Philip. 
 
    The monkey man didn’t have a sly note in his voice, but I suspected him big time. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “that sounds good.” 
 
    He manipulated, and the force in the air grew larger. 
 
    I watched the device’s screen, and I saw dots. Then, I saw a line connect two dots. 
 
    “Give me that,” I said, tearing the device out of his hairy hands. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Philip cried. 
 
    With the phasor still in my hand, I pressed buttons as I’d watched him do a few seconds earlier. 
 
    “You’re going to kill us, Bayard,” Philip screeched. 
 
    On the small screen, the line switched, remaining on the one dot but connecting to another—I manipulated it so the line touched one in the second cluster. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Philip asked, craning to watch the small screen. 
 
    I shifted the device away from him. He grabbed for it. I hip-checked him, knocking him so he staggered several steps back. 
 
    I concentrated on the device, linking the two dots. 
 
    “Is that wise?” asked Livi, who stood beside me, watching what I was doing. 
 
    “Wiser than letting him run the show,” I said. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    I stepped right up to the visible portal. 
 
    “No!” Philip shouted. “You can’t do this. You mustn’t.” 
 
    I did it anyway, jumping through the portal, deciding if Philip was against it, I was for it. 
 
    A feeling of disorientation struck and that of stretching. It was a little like teleportation from one planet to the next. Then, my feet struck pavement. I staggered, and Livi crashed against me from behind. 
 
    “We did it,” Livi laughed. 
 
    A second later, Philip stepped through near us. 
 
    I pressed another switch, one that seemed like a cut-off. 
 
    The portal disappeared. 
 
    Philip whirled around, staring at the empty spot. 
 
    I took that moment to assess my new surroundings. Everything had changed. The smell of damp and oppressive vegetation had utterly vanished. Instead, I smelled dust and concrete and old metal. 
 
    I looked around and realized that mammoth structures surrounded us. They were tall, made of concrete but lacking windows, as American buildings would possess. I didn’t see any doorways, either. We stood in a huge street with shifting particles of sand swirling across the pavement. I felt the breeze. It hinted of oil and electricity, and dirt and metal, and it reminded me of the destroyed swamp buildings on my landing at Kaldar. 
 
    I gazed up at the sun. It was the Chaunt sun. I’d come to recognize it. It was hotter here than on Chaunt Three, but not as hot as the sun had blazed on Chaunt One. 
 
    “Is this Chaunt Two?” I asked. 
 
    Philip didn’t respond. He was sulking. 
 
    The sky was different, yellower than the other skies. It seemed dustier, although more alive than the sky of Chaunt One. I didn’t spy any clouds, although I saw the outline of a huge moon with craters. This moon was clearly closer to the planet than our moon of Earth. 
 
    I turned around to observe Philip more fully. 
 
    The little hominid stared everywhere as if drinking in the details of this place. No. This was something else. I recognized it then. Philip evidenced fear—this was the first time I’d witnessed fear on his hairy features. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why are you so worried?” 
 
    Philip looked at me. “Give me my device. Give it to me now. We have to leave this place at once.” 
 
    “Leave why?” 
 
    He scoffed. “If we don’t leave, the machines of this place will kill us. I’m amazed they haven’t already detected us and sent hunter-killers.” 
 
    “Hunter-killers, huh? That sounds interesting.” 
 
    Philip concentrated upon me. “I know you consider yourself a brave and resourceful man, and you like to think of yourself as clever.” 
 
    “Don’t forget handsome,” I said. “Chicks dig me.” 
 
    Livi gave a little laugh, perhaps in spite of herself. 
 
    Philip shook his head. “You’re speaking through your ignorance. Your kind is very good at it.” 
 
    “That’s right. Throw in a few insults while you’re at it. That’ll make me like you even more.” 
 
    Philip stood very still as he blinked slowly. “I’ve made mistakes with you. I admit that. It isn’t easy for one of the First Folk to admit such a thing. We pride ourselves on our intellect.” 
 
    “It sure couldn’t be your looks.” 
 
    “Listen to him, Bayard,” Livi said. 
 
    I glanced at her. She looked worried, maybe even nervous. 
 
    “Keep talking,” I told Philip. 
 
    “We must leave here,” the little hominid said. “The machines will know we’ve arrived. They’re…xenophobic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just a dumb ox of a Homo sapiens. What’s xenophobic mean?” 
 
    Philip swallowed a lump in his throat. “Bayard, I beseech you. This is no joke, no lie and no misdirection. This is a dangerous place.” 
 
    “It this Chaunt Two?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Is this where you found the globe that’s on the bottom of the Persian Gulf?” 
 
    Philip hesitated before saying, “No.” 
 
    “Watch him,” I told Livi. I turned around and began walking away from them. 
 
    “What are you doing, Bayard?” Philip said in an urgent but quiet voice. “Come back here; or at least leave me my device.” 
 
    Without turning around to look at him, I raised his device high. Then, I shoved it against my back and through the back of my belt as if it were a secret pistol. At the same time, I continued away from them, looking around at the giant concrete buildings. 
 
    “Bayard,” Philip cried in frustration. 
 
    I have to admit that I was worried. Philip seemed sincere this time. But I no longer trusted the little prick. He’d lied nine times too often for me to believe him again. 
 
    Maybe this was a bad place. I did think the Institute had found the globe on Chaunt Two. I’d already learned from Livi that this place had had highly advanced technology compared to the rest of the Harmony. Well, the Chaunt System as a whole did. Clearly, the Road on Chaunt One was something else. 
 
    What were the Institute hominids really trying to achieve in this star system? Why did they menace the Draconian raptor-riding tribes and insert control rods into a tyrannosaurus? What did the globe of light and underwater base in the Persian Gulf signify in terms of possible interstellar war? 
 
    I planned to find out. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. 
 
    I turned around. 
 
    Philip sprinted away from her for one of the giant concrete buildings. The little hominid did so hunched over and running faster than I thought he could achieve. 
 
    “Shoot him, Livi,” I shouted. 
 
    Livi watched Philip run. Then, she looked up and must have seen something down a lane of buildings that was presently hidden from me. She turned around to stare at me, her features pale. Then, she began to run. She ran toward me, though, and she looked marvelous as she did so in her animal skin and fur garments. 
 
    It seemed that something had found us, something to scare the pants off Philip: maybe the machines he’d talked about. 
 
    I began moving toward one side of the street, backing up as I watched Livi and the direction where she’d stared a moment ago. I also wanted to see what Philip planned. 
 
    The little hominid reached one of the buildings and began feeling along the sides with the palms of his hands. A moment later, a hatch slid up and Philip darted within. The hatch shut, and it looked like part of the wall again. 
 
    So, the little liar had known more than he’d said. He’d told me no one had ever been to Chaunt Two—another lie, I suppose. 
 
    Livi raced into my arms. “Bayard,” she said, breathing into my face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She twisted around and stared in anticipation. 
 
    I, too, watched. 
 
    A huge pulsating globe floated out of the lane. That was very interesting, and it wasn’t what I’d expected. The globe was sixty feet off the ground and bigger than a Winnebago. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi whispered in terror. 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” I asked. 
 
    I felt her trembling. 
 
    The globe spun slowly in place as if looking. 
 
    On impulse, I began sliding along the wall of the building, pulling Livi with me. Abruptly, I felt something odd against my back. I turned, and a hatch opened into darkness. 
 
    “The thing is shining brighter,” Livi whispered in dread. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The globe had the feeling of something increasing power. Would it beam us with a killing ray? It seemed very possible. Philip had run. The little hominid had one true strength. I felt as if he’d do anything to stay alive. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, backing into the darkness, yanking Livi with me. 
 
    A beam might have flashed at us. I had the brief sensation of greater brightness. It was blinding. Then, the hatch closed, wrapping us in utter darkness. 
 
    “Livi?” I asked. 
 
    “Keep moving,” she pleaded. “Maybe the globe can burn through the hatch to slay us.” 
 
    “What is that thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is it a machine or something living?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Please, Bayard, start moving.” 
 
    “Give me your hand.” 
 
    We felt each other, and in moments, we held hands. In the darkness, moving slowly, we started into the building instead of along the side. If the globe could sense us, it might be able to do so through the wall, especially if we were beside it. 
 
    “This is wild,” I whispered. 
 
    An eerie humming began in the area where we’d been. I looked back, and I sensed dim illumination from there. 
 
    Livi must have looked back as well. She moaned in dread. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t you understand? The wall is bright with heat. I think the globe is burning its way through so it can kill us. Philip was right. It must be a hunter-killer.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let go of my hand for a second.” 
 
    “What are you planning?” 
 
    “Let go.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    I pulled out my phasor and clicked the dial to its lowest setting. I aimed ahead of us and beamed. For a moment, the beam gave me just enough light to see what was in the darkness with us. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I saw. 
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    I spied huge mechs or robots as I’d seen on Kaldar, only these were bigger. They were obviously metal and most had evil-looking pincers instead of metal hands. Others had pitted orifices; these orifices looked as if they might spew flame. Yet others had laser rifles for arms. All looked highly aggressive with their blocky, thick metal forms. The heads had three black dots set in a triangular formation. 
 
    When the mech switched on, I knew the black dots would become red and give the mechanical “man” the ability to sense through optics. That was what had happened on Kaldar. 
 
    “Here’s their army,” I said. 
 
    “What?” asked Livi. 
 
    I took my thumb off the firing mechanism of the phasor, throwing us back into the pitch-darkness. Well, not quite. The heated concrete wall behind us gave greater illumination. It was less than my lowest powered phasor beam, but it gave us barely enough so we could see and speed up our flight through the— 
 
    “This is a warehouse,” I whispered. 
 
    Livi and I were holding hands again, moving faster past the frozen automatons. They were each seven feet tall. 
 
    “You said this is the army,” Livi said. “Do you think the Institute knows about these…?” 
 
    “Mechs,” I said. “They’re called mechs.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I fought some on Kaldar.” 
 
    “I know nothing about Kaldar.” 
 
    “It’s another former world of the Harmony,” I said. “They had an atomic war about five hundred years ago. Kaldar is where I found the Zero Stones.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Livi and I increased our pace, hurrying through the giant warehouse of mechs. 
 
    “You’ve been busy since I saw you last,” Livi said. 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “Maybe this fits. Draconian pilots supposedly flew the spaceships that brought the Zero Stones to Kaldar. Could this planet—Chaunt Two—be the origin to Zero Stones, flying saucers and mechs?” 
 
    Livi cried out in a low voice. 
 
    Greater light had just flooded into the warehouse. That light came from behind and the burned hole in the wall. The globe back there tried to move through the new hole, but the globe was far too big for that. The globe ceased trying to come through, but rotated. 
 
    Was it searching again? 
 
    A wide beam of light shined from the globe through the hole into the warehouse. 
 
    “This way,” I said, yanking Livi behind a mech. 
 
    The searching beam of light washed past us. 
 
    I could see the back wall of the warehouse from here. We’d crossed maybe one fourth of the floor space. Ranks of still and waiting mechs covered the whole area. How many buildings did the second planet have? How many of those buildings held mechs? 
 
    We both breathed shallowly, foolishly holding our breath the rest of the time. I had no idea how that would help against the hunter-killer out there. It was probably a subconscious atavistic notion on our part. 
 
    Livi moaned. 
 
    “Shhh,” I whispered. 
 
    We waited. It seemed like forever. 
 
    The search beam switched off. The hunter-killer began beaming the sides of the small hole, starting the process of widening it. 
 
    “We have to keep mechs between it and us,” I whispered. “Slow, steady progress is probably wiser than running.” 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Livi wouldn’t move her feet until I tugged her hard enough. She moaned softly, but followed me as I picked our path through the giant warehouse of switched-off mechs. 
 
    How old was the warehouse? How old was the hunter-killer? Did the planet have thousands of these globes, silently floating through the dead cities looking for vermin? 
 
    The Institute First Folk had found a way into the Chaunt System. It made sense that a group of genius eggheads figured they could use all this ancient technology for their own plans. And it made sense they’d bungled the effort so far. 
 
    I didn’t think it was a coincidence that the globe of light on the Persian Gulf seabed was similar—in shape, at least—to the hunter-killer working its way into the warehouse. One faction of the Institute wanted to use the treasure store of goodies on this planet. Maybe the rods and control box for the T-Rex had come from Chaunt Two. It would seem Philip’s phasor and tube had come from Chaunt One. The same aliens that had fashioned Chaunt One had likely made the hunter-killer, the mechs and the globe presently on Earth. Maybe those goons had also fashioned the Zero Stones. 
 
    I nodded to myself. This was beginning to make sense. What had happened to the aliens, though? A notion of a theory had just blossomed in my mind. It went something like this. High technology was dangerous. Intelligent life lacked common sense at some point in its journey through existence. At that juncture, extinction became a real possibility for the species. The high tech combined with the stupidity or arrogance might have caused a chain of events to take place that had wiped out the intelligent species. 
 
    I mean, we on Earth worried that we’d wipe each other out with nuclear weapons. Heck, the last few years had proven biologists making viruses could lose control and spill a plague onto the planet. The Covid Crisis had proven that much. Maybe weapon specialists would devise a plague many times more deadly that the one we’d all gone through. It would get out, and humans would step onto the endangered species list. A nuclear war after that could wipe us out. 
 
    My point was that clever intelligent species might have a predilection to wiping themselves out or destroying the grand system that had kept everything running so smoothly. 
 
    This wasn’t a polemical tirade as such, simply an observation. The Harmony of Planets had once run smoothly. Something had wiped that out, broken the system. Every grand historical age on Earth seemed to fall apart after a time and have a Dark Age. 
 
    What did that mean here and now in the warehouse? It meant the First Folk, for all their brilliance, might have made some really dumb moves by waking up the stuff on Chaunt Two. The Institute eggheads figured they were bright enough to control whatever they unleashed, but in the end, they probably weren’t. 
 
    This was a negative theory, I know. Maybe a law of entropy went to work against smart species, and that was what saved the universe from humans or others becoming god-men. Or, if some species did reach that exalted station, they would destroy the universe and not just their own planet or star system. 
 
    I wanted to bray laughter, a hysterical type, but managed to press my lips together long enough for us to reach the back wall alive. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Livi whispered. 
 
    “Too much thinking,” I whispered. “Come on. Let’s search for a hatch outta here.” 
 
    We slid along the back wall, and I found a lever. I pulled it, and a hatch slid open, flooding us with sunlight. I jumped through onto a different street, with Livi following close behind. 
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    The wall hatch slid shut behind us. 
 
    Both of us stood against the outside wall of a massive building and searched the sky and lanes for signs of another hunter-killer. 
 
    “We should leave this planet,” Livi said. 
 
    “That would mean going back to the portal and jumping through to Chaunt Three at the crash site?” 
 
    “Why there? Why not go somewhere else?” 
 
    I nodded. Philip had planned to go to Chaunt One. I’d changed our destination. Surely, I could do the same thing again. 
 
    “We still need to reach the portal,” I said. 
 
    “Can you open it?” 
 
    I stared at Livi. That was the question. I didn’t think so. I knew how to switch the line between the dots. I didn’t know what Philip had done to actually activate the portal. 
 
    “If we want to leave,” I said, “we have to find the little bugger.” 
 
    “Or experiment with the device.” 
 
    I nodded. That was also a possibility. “We have to reach the portal point before we try that.” 
 
    “Agreed. How do you propose we do that?” 
 
    “Go around the buildings and return there. Or go back through this building.” 
 
    “No. Let’s go around.” 
 
    “Okay. How do we make sure that we don’t get lost?” 
 
    Livi took a deep breath. “I much prefer the low-tech worlds. These high-tech ones are always more dangerous.” 
 
    “How would you rate Tynar?” 
 
    “The most dangerous time was when we were with the Shajoks, who were higher tech than the rest.” 
 
    I looked into Livi’s eyes. They were quite beautiful. “Are you really from Vega?” 
 
    After a moment, she nodded. 
 
    “Was my dad from Vega?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Huh. That’s wild.” 
 
    “No…” Livi whispered, looking past me. 
 
    I turned to see what she saw. A small globe, much smaller than the hunter-killer, floated several buildings over. The globe drifted above the giant building, which was at least forty stories tall. 
 
    Our street was much wider than a typical American city street, say, in San Francisco or Reno. Even so, it felt as if we were in the bottom of a canyon, the surrounding buildings were so freaking tall. 
 
    In any case, from what I could tell, a little hairy dude sat in the floating globe. I could only guess that it was Philip, and that he’d found a means of flight. Either that, or the small globe was robotic and it had caught him. 
 
    “Should I wave to him?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Give it a sec. Let’s think this through.” 
 
    I would have liked having my binoculars—I tore the rifle from my shoulder and used the scope. 
 
    It was Philip all right, and he used two long levers at his sides. He sat in some kind of bucket seat. It appeared as if he manipulated pedals as well. In other words, the little bastard was flying the globe machine. 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    Well, for one thing, he wasn’t a prisoner. He must have known about the miniature floater ahead of time. Thus, he’d definitely been on Chaunt Two before. He’d lied about not being here. 
 
    Big surprise there. 
 
    Likely, Philip could maneuver around on this planet much better than we could. And that meant— 
 
    “Bayard, I just had an idea.” 
 
    I lowered the rifle and looked at Livi. 
 
    “How do the First Folk manage the portals between planets?” 
 
    My jaw tightened. “They have access to the main controls.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “And those controls are likely on this planet.” 
 
    “The floaters on Chaunt Three must have been from here, too,” Livi added. “I’d also include the fliers and the spaceships Philip said they had in the system.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “This is the key world, but it’s probably dangerous to them. The hunter-killer that almost nailed us shows some of it is still running on autopilot.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    Livi’s eyes narrowed. “If we’re going to stop the Institute, it has to be from on this planet.” 
 
    I looked through the scope again at Philip drifting in his flying globe or floater. A grin split my face. “We need the monkey boy, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I levered the action, putting a bullet into the firing chamber. 
 
    “Is that wise?” 
 
    “You’re right.” I waited until Philip’s floater drifted away from a towering building and over a lane. At that point, I squeezed the trigger and fired a shot. 
 
    Through the scope, I saw that it starred the substance of his floater. It also brought a swift reaction from Philip. He started madly shifting levers and using his pedals. 
 
    I used my rifle like the Rifleman in the flesh, jamming new shells into the chamber and firing at the same time. One of the bullets punctured the glass or whatever the floater used for its hull. At that instant, the floater began to sink. 
 
    I laughed wildly. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Livi said, grabbing my shirt and pulling. “We have to capture him.” 
 
    I looked up just in time to see his floater sink behind an intervening building. Afterward, the two of us began to sprint. 
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    Livi and I raced along the broad avenues. She ran smoothly, obviously in good shape. I was in the best running shape of my life. We kept a sharp eye out for the hunter-killers, but a second one hadn’t shown up yet. 
 
    We rounded a towering building in time to see the floater crash against the street. Philip must have kept his broken machine going for a time for us to have seen this. 
 
    Livi and I glanced at each other. The running was tiring us, but we each nodded and continued racing for the floater. 
 
    A section of it opened, striking the street with more force—it shattered. Philip climbed out of the broken floater, and I could see red staining him. Blood—I must have wounded him with my shots. 
 
    We were breathing hard, halfway to him. 
 
    Livi moaned and pointed. 
 
    She needn’t have bothered. I saw it, too. A hunter-killer drifted from about sixty feet up from a different lane. It seemed to be headed for the crashed floater. 
 
    Philip whirled around to stare at it. 
 
    I heard a shout of dismay from him. The little hominid began to stagger away from the useless, grounded floater. He headed for a side building. 
 
    The hunter-killer began to hum and brighten. 
 
    “That can’t be good.” I grabbed one of Livi’s hands and forced her to stop. We stood in the middle of the street, watching. 
 
    A ray beamed from the hunter-killer. It illuminated Philip and he burst into fire. A horrific scream tore from his throat. He might have thrashed on the pavement, but the ray continued to hit him and he burned fast and brightly. The stench of it was awful. 
 
    I staggered away with Livi. 
 
    We both turned and sprinted in the opposite direction, running away from the spectacle. We must have both glanced back at the same time. Another moan escaped from Livi. My stomach tightened in terror. 
 
    The hunter-killer drifted after us as it began to brighten once more. 
 
    We were as good as dead. I felt it in my bones. My throat was too constricted for me to say anything. I wanted to wail at the universe for the unfairness of my death. 
 
    I heard cries— 
 
    “Bayard!” Livi screamed in my ear. “That way, run that way to Philip.” 
 
    The unreality of her words didn’t penetrate my thoughts. I’d just watched Philip die. How could I now run toward him? Oh, Livi must mean we were about to die. We would run to him in death. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Bayard?” 
 
    I blinked at Livi, and then I turned and saw a filthy little hominid standing in a hatchway of a building. He was beckoning for us. It looked like Philip. 
 
    Livi steered me and yanked at my hand. 
 
    I finally woke up to the possibility of life. I let go of Livi’s hand and sprinted hard. I left her behind in my urge to remain alive. Then, I skidded to a halt, turned, brought up my phasor and beamed the chasing globe. 
 
    It had brightened it seemed for a burn-shot at us. 
 
    My phasor beam struck it, and the brightness of the globe dimmed just a little. I think I might have interrupted whatever sequence took place for its killing shot. 
 
    “Run!” Philip shouted. 
 
    I wanted to bray with madness. I’d seen the hominid die. And yet, at that moment, I remembered something Livi had said. She couldn’t tell the hairy hominids apart, as they all looked alike to her. Was it possible I hadn’t seen Philip die, but one of the other hominids of the Institute? 
 
    Maybe that hominid had been searching for us, and gotten a hunter-killer instead. Maybe the others were so terrified by our coming, that they’d taken greater risks than normal. And for some reason, Philip needed our help. 
 
    Livi sprinted past me. I followed hot on her heels. We ran, and then she raced through the hatch into the building and I followed. 
 
    The hatch slammed down the moment I passed it, and I felt heat behind me. 
 
    I turned even as the closing hatch cast us into the pitch-black of previously. The wall or hatch glowed dimly. The hunter-killer must be beaming it. 
 
    I’d been that close to burning to death like the poor hominid I’d shot. 
 
    “Follow me.” Philip clicked on a flashlight, and he began to run through the warehouse. 
 
    Livi and I stayed close to him. We passed ranks upon ranks and rows upon rows of mechs, just like earlier. 
 
    “Philip?” I said. 
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m just making sure it’s you.” 
 
    “Who else do you think I might be?” he asked querulously. 
 
    I grunted, as Livi jammed an elbow into my side. She must have divined my thought and soon-to-be comment of their all looking alike to us. 
 
    I bit back my comment. I doubted Philip wanted to hear it. 
 
    “Left,” Philip said. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    We turned left. Livi and I followed the light-beam on the floor. My side began to ache before we reached Philip’s location. He halted. I halted, panting and sweating. The little hominid squatted and did something to the floor. A section slid aside. 
 
    Philip entered, going down some stairs under the floor. 
 
    Livi and I followed. 
 
    Seconds later, the hatch slid shut above and behind us. 
 
    “Keep quiet,” Philip whispered. “That is imperative.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered back. 
 
    The hominid moved fast. My side soon started hurting again. At least the terror of sudden death had departed. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered. 
 
    Philip glanced back. 
 
    “Slow down, will you?” 
 
    Philip slowed, and we reached another hatch. He manipulated, the hatch opened and we entered a level tunnel instead of stairs going down. Philip closed the hatch behind us. 
 
    “We don’t have to be as silent here,” the little hominid said. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because I think it’s well past time that you told us what’s really going on. No more lies, either. We want the truth.” 
 
    “Think you can handle it?” Philip mustn’t have cared for my glower. “All right. You’ve probably figured out most of it anyway. But let’s keep moving. I think the machines might finally be waking up, and that puts us all in dreadful danger.” 
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    Philip led with his flashlight as we walked instead of ran. It was cool down here, although the air felt closer. I wondered about ventilation and realized there probably wasn’t any down here. The ceiling was low, meaning I had to duck the entire time, although neither Livi nor Philip had to worry about that. 
 
    “The machines are waking up?” I asked. 
 
    Philip glanced back at me, nodding shortly. “The Institute is divided into factions.” 
 
    “You already told us that,” Livi said. 
 
    “I’ve told you some,” Philip said. “This is the…the heart of it. The main faction these days is the Accelerationists who preach, as you might expect, Acceleration. The name is self-explanatory. They believe in accelerating the process.” 
 
    “What process?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Philip said. “I belong to the Traditionalists. We believe in moving slower and much more carefully. We also believe in leaving the Chaunt System alone, as it’s one of the most dangerous of the old star systems.” 
 
    “Why’s it so dangerous?” I asked. 
 
    “Because of the Anunnaki,” Philip said. 
 
    I frowned. “I’ve heard that term, but not in relation to the Chaunt System.” 
 
    “You might have heard it because it’s the name for the gods and goddesses of the Sumerian religion,” Philip said. “Sumerian is among the oldest Earth culture in your recorded history. They built Ur and other cities in the Land between the Rivers.” 
 
    “Mesopotamia,” I said. 
 
    “Ancient Iraq,” Philip said. “The Sumerians were the first ziggurat builders, or so your history relates.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about Earth history?” 
 
    “Earth is an important former Harmony world,” Philip said. “In terms of technology and population, it’s one of the most powerful these days. Earth also happens to be one of my areas of expertise.” 
 
    We walked in silence for a time, our footfalls echoing in the long tunnel. 
 
    “Keep talking,” I said. 
 
    “The Accelerationists want to unite the former Harmony of Planets,” Philip said. “They’ve decided to do so forcefully and fast.” 
 
    “Through armies of conquest that reinstall alien occupiers?” 
 
    “Reinstall?” Philip asked. “How did you reach that conclusion?” 
 
    That was a good question, and I had an answer. “Mu.” 
 
    Philip glanced back at me sharply. 
 
    “Mu was one of the original guiding planets, or the planet of the Krekelens, wasn’t it?” I asked. “The Krekelens ruled the Harmony.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that neat,” Philip said, “although there is some justification to your theory.” 
 
    “Is this more of your Philip BS?” 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “Those of Mu… We of the Institute are still looking into the former Harmony political structure. We know much about that time, as the Institute has always been good at finding or digging up the truth. But there’s much about that era we don’t know. Why don’t you ask your Vegan friend about Mu?” 
 
    “I’ll do that later.” 
 
    “Remember,” Philip said. “The shattering of the Harmony took place long ago, before the time of the Sumerians.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said. “The aliens of the Chaunt System were the Anunnaki. The ancient Sumerians regarded the Anunnaki as gods. Is there a connection there?” 
 
    “A direct connection.” 
 
    “You’re saying the Anunnaki were on Earth back then?” 
 
    “Earlier than that,” Philip said. 
 
    “What happened to the Anunnaki?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    I stared at Philip. 
 
    “As far as we can tell,” Philip said, “the Anunnaki left the Chaunt System for reasons we don’t know. What’s interesting is that out of all the worlds of the former Harmony, this one retains the highest functioning technology.” 
 
    “Here on Chaunt Two?” 
 
    “The bulk of that functioning technology is on Chaunt Two, although the Road and the running vehicles on Chaunt One give an indication of Anunnaki technical prowess.” 
 
    “What about the Draconians?” 
 
    Philip nodded. “They definitely worked for the Anunnaki.” 
 
    “They’re not the Anunnaki in primitive form?” 
 
    “It’s interesting you should suggest that, as there are many among the Accelerationists and Traditionalists who hold that view. I’m not one of them, though.” 
 
    “I take it you haven’t found any Anunnaki skeletons?” 
 
    “Not to date,” Philip said. 
 
    “What are the Institute’s plans for Chaunt Three?” Livi asked. 
 
    “We don’t have time to go into all that,” Philip said. “Besides, you’d have to ask it differently. What are the Accelerationist plans or the Traditionalist plans for Chaunt Three? Unfortunately, because of Bayard’s recklessness, we’re in the thick of it on Chaunt Two. I’m likely on an Accelerationist kill list now.” 
 
    “Is that the reason you’re finally telling us the truth?” I asked. 
 
    Once more, Philip glanced back at me. “Getting off Chaunt Two might prove much harder than getting on. Plus, we have to do this without waking up the machines.” 
 
    “You’d better explain that part,” I said. “By the way, just so you know, a hunter-killer slew a First Folk.” 
 
    “I saw it happen,” Philip said. “Your shots brought down his floater. Likely, your shots broke the floater’s cloaking system as well. That might have been the final straw in terms of waking up the machines.” 
 
    “Hold up.” I halted and put my hands on my knees, breathing heavily but not panting. 
 
    Philip stopped and scowled. “We have to hurry. This delay could get us killed.” 
 
    I slumped down onto my butt. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard you. I want to know why and how, though. I also want to know what we’re attempting to achieve. I’m sick of all this running around in the dark and guessing about everything.” 
 
    Philip stared at me. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “It’s obvious the Accelerationists want to use the mechs of this world as soldiers. They want to rule the old Harmony planets and enforce ape law.” 
 
    “What’s ape law?” Philip asked. 
 
    “A poor joke,” I said. “I’m guessing the Accelerationists also want to use a few Earth mercenaries.” 
 
    Philip took several steps closer and crouched in front of me. He seemed earnest. “I need your help, Bayard, even though I think it might already be too late.” 
 
    “Give it to us straight,” I said. “You might find the novelty of plain speaking refreshing.” 
 
    Philip sighed, studied Livi and me and nodded. “Here’s the truth,” he began. 
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    “The Chaunt System has always frightened those of the Institute,” Philip said. “Many…safeguards move between the planets.” 
 
    “Safeguards?” I asked. 
 
    “Space bombs, if you prefer,” Philip said. “You asked if we have spaceships in the Chaunt System. The answer is an unequivocal no. Any spaceship trying to maneuver between the inner planets would quickly be targeted and destroyed by the mobile bombs.” 
 
    “Since when?” I asked. 
 
    “Since as far back as we can remember,” Philip said. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Livi asked me. 
 
    “I’ve found evidence of flying saucers on Earth and Kaldar,” I said. “Draconians would have been the pilots each time. I wonder if that’s important in some way.” 
 
    “Spaceships reached Tynar,” Livi told me. “Those had nothing to do with Draconians, but the Shajoks.” 
 
    “You can prove your allegations about Draconians?” Philip asked. 
 
    I rubbed my jaw. Shajoks were big hominids. Draconians were small ones. Did that have any bearing that they were the only space pilots I’ve found so far? Might Shajoks have originated in the Chaunt System?” 
 
    “Other than the space bombs, how many spaceships are in the Chaunt System?” I asked. 
 
    “None,” Philip said. 
 
    “None? But you told me—” 
 
    “I lied about the Institute having spaceships here,” Philip said, interrupting. “I wanted to make us seem more powerful than we are.” 
 
    I considered that and grinned. “Okay. No spaceships. What was it about the Chaunt System that originally frightened the Institute?” 
 
    “At first it was the legends about the star system,” Philip said. “Our researchers had learned that dreadful devices and agencies originated from this System. Then, sixty years ago, the founder of the Accelerationists managed to…transfer to Chaunt One.” 
 
    “He used a Traveler to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It proved a frightening experience for him and the Traveler, both of them barely managing to escape. For the next thirty-two years, no one tried again. Then a team of New Accelerationists made the attempt. Only one returned. He managed to reach Chaunt Three. He outfitted more teams, exploring and mapping, increasing Institute knowledge about the Chaunt System. Three years ago, while displaying tech items acquired from Chaunt One and Two, the surviving team convinced a majority of the Institute dominies on the correctness of their vision. Since then, the Accelerationists have fast-tracked their program and sent many teams to this star system. 
 
    “However, we Traditionalists fear the Accelerationists will awaken the remaining machines or worse, awaken the synthetic minds. From studying the oldest legends, the Traditionalists believe the SMs or synthetic minds could conquer the former Harmony of Planets, using this system’s higher technology and the mechs.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “The Anunnaki were powerful and highly intelligent,” Philip said. “They built hundreds of thousands and possibly millions of mechs. Those await revival in the many warehouses. The SMs can simulate regular intelligence and thus act accordingly.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Please, Bayard,” Philip said. “I wish you’d stop interrupting with your moronic ‘what.’ It’s hard enough explaining all this.” 
 
    After a moment, I waved for him to continue. 
 
    “There’s a real danger that our and the Accelerationists’ movement on Chaunt Two could awaken the SMs. That would be disastrous for all of us. We Traditionalists have reached the conclusion regarding this great danger because of the xenophobic actions of the last Anunnaki. Therefore, the Traditionalists have worked on a way to restrain the SMs should they awaken. But we have no idea if our restraining method will work or not.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Livi said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Philip. 
 
    “Are Accelerationists stationed on Chaunt Two to run the portals that link the three planets?” 
 
    Philip nodded. 
 
    “Do we need to kill them?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Not kill,” Philip said, “but persuade them to close the portals and leave the star system for good. After that, we want to make sure no one will ever again be able to teleport from the other planets to Chaunt One.” 
 
    “You want to wreck the teleporters on Chaunt One?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That’s drastic,” Livi said. 
 
    “It is,” Philip said. “It also shows how much greater the SMs and mechs are compared to the rest of us. This is a frightening star system.” 
 
    I eyed the little hominid, finding the last part hard to swallow. It didn’t sound like the arrogant Philip I knew. He was a smart boy. He and his could outthink anyone, or so they believed. Was he lying about the last part? 
 
    “Where does this tunnel lead?” I asked, pointing in the direction we’d been going. “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    Philip didn’t answer. 
 
    “Does it lead to the Accelerationist Headquarters on Chaunt Two?” 
 
    “Bayard, you need to understand that we must do this the Institute way. We must persuade by our superior arguments and proofs. I believe I’ve just acquired that. And you helped me to gain it.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the crashed floater back there?” 
 
    “Yes. Every non-Anunnaki entity on Chaunt Two is in dreadful danger. We must all leave. The Accelerationists must abort their present project. If they don’t—” Philip shook his head. 
 
    “If we don’t leave,” Livi said, “the synthetic minds will awaken and grab the baton where the Accelerationists would have left off?” 
 
    “We’re talking about mass death and destruction among the former Harmony of Planets,” Philip said. “That would include on Earth and Vega.” 
 
    “The globe on the Persian Gulf seabed would be a launch point for the SMs’ mechs against Earth?” I asked. 
 
    “As far as we can tell,” Philip said. 
 
    I stood up, although I had to hunch my head so it wouldn’t hit the low ceiling. “Lead the way. I can help you convince the Accelerationists they’re on the wrong path.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Philip said. “Guns mean useless bloodshed. There are so few of us First Folk left after all these years. The Institute—” 
 
    “Is under-staffed?” Livi guessed, interrupting. 
 
    Philip looked at her. 
 
    “What?” I said. “There’re only a few hundred of you little hominids left? Maybe not even that?” 
 
    “The First Folk are men of science, of the mind,” Philip said, “not of simple brawn and endless rutting instincts. Unfortunately, that leads to its own dilemma. It has also led the Accelerationists to rely even more upon high technology.” 
 
    “The Traditionalists want hominids to roll in the hay more often so your kind has more babies?” I asked. 
 
    “Crudely but aptly put,” Philip said. 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “Imagine that. Brawn has its uses after all. Chicks dig muscles and thus like to…mate.” 
 
    “This is a serious topic,” Philip said. 
 
    Livi perked up, staring at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “All this talk about babies makes you want to cuddle?” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Livi asked, ignoring my question. 
 
    Philip’s flashlight, which lay on the floor, began to flicker, which seemed like a signal. 
 
    The other two scrambled up beside me. 
 
    Abruptly, ceiling lights snapped on. Livi screamed. 
 
    I looked at her and then at where she stared. 
 
    Two huge mechs with red eyes set in a triangular pattern aimed laser arms at us. The mechs were twenty feet behind us. I certainly hadn’t heard them clank into position. Had they been standing there the entire time, listening? We would have passed them then, which meant they’d moved into position since we’d sat down to rest. 
 
    I recalled the low ceiling. How could I not with my having to hunch? The area above them was higher than the rest of the tunnel. That was weird. Why hadn’t we noticed that earlier? 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” the closest mech said in a robotic voice. “You are under arrest by the High Authority.” 
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    I stared at the mechs, likely with my mouth open as the proverbial dumb ox. I still couldn’t understand how they’d gotten there and how the tunnel could have enlarged like that in a moment. 
 
    “I hold no weapons.” Philip raised his hairy hands, showing the mechs the flashlight that he’d picked up. It no longer flashed. 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” the mech repeated. 
 
    Hearing Philip’s calm reply helped restore my wits. I slipped the carrying strap from my shoulder and set my rifle on the floor. 
 
    “Is that what you want?” I asked. 
 
    Philip let the flashlight drop from his raised hand so it clattered onto the floor. 
 
    Livi set down her phasor. 
 
    I had a moment to glance about the rest of the tunnel that I could see. The low ceiling was still the same height as before. How had the two mechs ever managed to get down here? 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” I said. 
 
    “A moment.” A ray beamed from the triangular eye-ports, washing over Philip, Livi and me. “You are carrying a phasor,” the mech told me. “Drop it immediately or face extinction.” 
 
    I debated for a half-beat and then took my phasor out of a pocket and set it on the floor beside my rifle. 
 
    “Do any of you have any final statements before I carry out my sentence?” the mech asked. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “How did you move into a tight-fitting place like this? How come we didn’t hear you advance?” 
 
    “That is a query, not a statement,” the mech said. 
 
    “Still,” I said. “I’d like to know.” 
 
    “Who empowered you to pass sentence on us?” Philip said the mech could answer my question. 
 
    “I already stated who: the Higher Authority.” 
 
    “Who is the Higher Authority?” asked Philip. 
 
    “It is not a who but a what,” the mech said. “It was the ‘Protect Command’ uttered by…by the Higher Authority.” 
 
    “Don’t you know who or what stands behind the Higher Authority?” Philip asked. 
 
    “The designers and constructors who fashioned the planet and we enforcers,” the mech said. 
 
    “Do you mean the Anunnaki?” I asked. 
 
    The triangular red eye-ports grew dimmer for just a moment. When normal lighting resumed, the mech remained silent. 
 
    “Do you have a personal designation?” Philip asked the mech. 
 
    “EF-32-34,” the mech said. 
 
    “Can you verify the protect command?” Philip asked. 
 
    “I have no need to verify,” the mech said. “It is my command. I follow it to the letter.” 
 
    “Good,” Philip said. “We need your help to enforce the command with greater vigor than you and yours have managed to do so the past year.” 
 
    “That is nonsensical,” the mech said. “You are in violation of the protect command by your presence here. Thus, I must eliminate you.” 
 
    “And let a worse infestation continue?” asked Philip. 
 
    After a moment, the mech asked, “Is that your final statement?” 
 
    “By no means,” Philip said. “I have much to say, much to impart. By the way, what is my time limit regarding my final statement?” 
 
    “I do not understand the query.” 
 
    “How long can I talk?” 
 
    “Make your final statement. Then I shall pass sentence. That is the command. Have you finished now?” 
 
    “I’ve just begun,” Philip said. “Let me also add that I’ve endeavored while on Chaunt Two to stop the infiltration of my kind onto your planet.” 
 
    “Cease your statement, as you have uttered a falsity. This is not my planet. I am a guardian enforcer awaiting the next command of a designer and constructor.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Philip said. “I retract that part of my final statement to say this: I am attempting to halt the infiltration of my kind onto the planet of the vanished designers and constructors.” 
 
    “A moment.” The mech ceased speech until, “That is an interesting statement. I am to delay the enforcement of passing sentence upon you. First, I will deal with these two. Afterward, you will accompany me to a Processing Center.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” I said quickly, finally catching on, “as I, also, am attempting to halt the infiltration of his kind onto your planet. It is my goal to make sure that none of his kind or my kind are on this planet. It must be left to the guardians for safekeeping until the designers and constructors reappear.” 
 
    “Are you attempting subterfuge?” the mech asked me. 
 
    “No. I am stating fact.” 
 
    “There is a possibility this is subterfuge,” the mech said. “Still, I will take you along to the Processing Center. First, I will pass sentence on the female.” 
 
    “She is doing same as I,” I said. “The three of us are a team.” 
 
    The mech said nothing. 
 
    I bent my knees and lowered myself as if doing a squat, reaching for my phasor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the mech said. 
 
    “Stretching,” I said. “I’m getting stiff just standing here.” 
 
    “The three of you are to move next to me. We are about to transmit to the Processing Center. As an aside, you will now learn how I reached this insidious subterranean passage.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said, without having retrieved the phasor. 
 
    Livi took my hand as we moved beside the mech. Philip was hesitant, and he looked longingly at a closed hatch. 
 
    “Do not attempt it,” the mech told the hominid. 
 
    Philip didn’t say anything, but moved beside us. 
 
    At that point, the two mechs and the three of us began to fade away, no doubt teleporting elsewhere. 
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    I was right. We reappeared in a vast chamber with hundreds of sunken globes. One could argue they were actually domes. Within the clear domes, I witnessed flashes of light moving from one rod and cylinder to another. 
 
    “Are those computers?” I whispered to Philip. “Or are those the synthetic minds you spoke about?” 
 
    The little hominid seemed morose. After his fantastic performance with the mech in the tunnel, I would have thought he’d be elated we’d made it here. Philip’s small shoulders were slumped and his head down. He’d shown me the way to deal with these mechanical creeps. Surely, we’d do the same sort of thing here. 
 
    “Philip?” I hissed. 
 
    “Silence,” said Mech EF-32-34. “This is the Processing Center. You will show correct decorum while processing. As a matter of interest, you should all realize how privileged you are to see the nerve center of our Guardian Service.” 
 
    I perked up at that. “You’re pretty proud of it, huh?” I figured that by acting nonchalant I might begin to feel so. I firmly believed in the old adage: fake it until you make it. 
 
    “This is a sterling achievement,” EF-32-34 said. “However, we did not design or construct it. The designers and constructors did. After all this time, it is a testament to their glory and greatness.” 
 
    “You’re so right about that,” I said. “I’m in awe of their achievement.” 
 
    “You have studied about the designers and constructors?” the mech asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “They were responsible for the Road on Chaunt One.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “And they made the preserve for the Draconians on Chaunt Three.” 
 
    “I do not understand the reference.” 
 
    “The little reptilian guys that ride dinosaurs,” I said. 
 
    “I begin to perceive your allusions. The designers and constructors did not transplant the primitives onto Chaunt Three. They have been there for as long as anyone remembers.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” I said. 
 
    A crackle of lightning played inside a nearby dome, and loud chimes sounded in the air. 
 
    “Move along,” EF-32-34 said, clanking toward us. “Processing Unit Y-16 is ready to decide your situation.” 
 
    Philip looked up, and he appeared miserable. 
 
    The three of us shuffled ahead of EF-32-34 as the mech herded us toward the lightning-making dome. It was larger than those around it, the height of a one-story building. It was huge compared to the other domes. 
 
    “PU-Y-16,” our mech said. 
 
    “This is the speech the captives use?” the dome asked in a deep voice. 
 
    “It is,” EF-32-34 said. 
 
    “Approach me for processing,” the dome told us. 
 
    The substance of its dome was murkier than the others were. I barely noticed flashes of light playing upon the rods and cylinders under this dome. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I whispered to Philip. 
 
    “We’re going to die,” the hominid said. “The certainty is making it hard to think. I’m out of ideas.” 
 
    “Do what you did earlier.” 
 
    “I was pumped with adrenaline then. The mech surprised me. I’d hoped one from the Accelerationist faction had suborned the mechs.” Philip shook his head. “Don’t you understand? It’s happened. Some of the SMs have finally awoken. This is terrible. From everything I’ve learned, the Guardians of Chaunt Two are remorseless. For one thing, they view us as cockroaches, worthy only of eradication. Look around you, Bayard. The Guardians of this planet are terrifying. The Accelerationists should have let them sleep. Moving around, screwing with things here has reactivated the SMs and given them renewed purpose.” 
 
    “How long do you think the designers and constructors have been gone?” I whispered. 
 
    “Eight or nine thousand of your years, of course.” 
 
    I blinked, blinked again and realized something had been bothering me for quite some time. The last statement crystalized it for me. 
 
    “I don’t understand why the Institute took so long to start messing around with things.” 
 
    “What?” Philip said. 
 
    “The timeframe to all this seems wrong. In the last nine thousand years, Earth has climbed back up. Why hasn’t anyone done something more in all this time?” 
 
    Philip sighed and sighed again. “We’re about to die, so it probably doesn’t matter. You clearly don’t know about the time shift.” 
 
    “Time shift, huh? What was it and when did it happen?” 
 
    “Halt,” the huge dome commanded us. 
 
    I did and looked back. Mech EF-32-34 had stopped some time ago and was twenty feet back. The mech still watched us, but perhaps stayed respectfully away from Processing Unit Y-16. 
 
    “A quick scan should help me understand the situation better,” the dome said loudly. 
 
    A red light beamed from it, washing over us. 
 
    “I will use your own references to help expedite matters,” Y-16 said in its deep mechanical voice. “I see a First Folk of the so-called Institute, a Terran and a Vegan.” 
 
    I glanced at Livi. 
 
    She didn’t reciprocate, as she stared at the dome in terror. 
 
    I squeezed her hand. 
 
    She gave me a quick look then, her lips trembling. 
 
    “Who is responsible for the three of you entering forbidden territory?” the dome asked. 
 
    “They are,” Philip said promptly. 
 
    “Explain,” the dome said. 
 
    “Just a minute,” I said. 
 
    “Silence,” the dome said. “The Institute representative has the floor.” 
 
    I glared at Philip. 
 
    He ignored me, and he spun a tissue of lies about how we’d gotten here. Philip spoke so fast and with such obvious lies that I found it difficult to piece together what he was actually saying. 
 
    The dome must have realized the same. “A moment,” it said. “I have counted four inconsistences to your story. Are you sure you wish to stand by what you’ve just told me?” 
 
    Philip hesitated. 
 
    “Sir,” I said. “May I speak instead?” 
 
    “The Terran,” the dome said. “You are big for your society, is that not so?” 
 
    “I’m big all right.” 
 
    “You wish to defend the Institute representative?” 
 
    “I do not,” I said. 
 
    “You three are not confederates?” the dome asked. 
 
    “We’ve helped each other on occasion, but we’ve also worked against each other at various times.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the dome said. “You must be an example of temporary allies. Circumstances dictate how you act, is that not so?” 
 
    “It is,” I said. 
 
    “That means you do not operate under consistent commands. In other words, you have no ethics.” 
 
    “I won’t go that far.” 
 
    “Exactly, as you do not understand pure logic. Emotions color you actions. You are, in the end, vermin. You have sullied the purity of the planet of the—” 
 
    “Anunnaki,” Philip said, loudly. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” the dome said. 
 
    “The Anunnaki were the designers.” 
 
    “That has no bearing on the present situation.” 
 
    At that point, Philip began to recite a long litany of numbers and letters. 
 
    That struck me as odd. What did the little hominid mean by this recital? 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi whispered. “Look at our dome. It seems to be shutting down.” 
 
    Despite the opaque dome, I’d seen some action between the rods and cylinders as it spoke. Lightning had played between them. Perhaps they’d acted as neurons in a human brain. In any case, the strength of the lightning had dwindled and then mere sparks showed. 
 
    In moments, that ceased as well. 
 
    I looked around the chamber. It seemed duller than earlier. Then, I notice as well, that red no longer glowed in the mech’s eye-ports. Instead, they had turned darkly black. 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked Philip. 
 
    “Gambled,” the little hominid said. “It might have paid off for the moment.” 
 
    “You shut them down?” I asked. 
 
    “The Accelerationists have been working on a code,” Philip said. “Our side has warned them not to trust it. I don’t know if the planetary network can counteract the sleep command over time.” 
 
    “We have to run,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Philip said. “Now, it’s time to loot the storerooms if we can. Then we’ll have to decide what to do next.” 
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    It was eerie moving through the vast chamber with the now inert domes. Did I trust this litany of code words Philip had spewed? I could see what had happened. How long would it remain this way? 
 
    Philip moved with cocky assurance, rubbernecking as he obviously sought something recognizable. 
 
    Livi and I followed him. Although I no longer had weapons, I still had the portal device Philip had originally possessed. 
 
    “Did you want to get captured by the mechs?” I asked the little hominid. 
 
    Philip shook his head. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “There should be a manual system for overview,” Philip said after a moment. “I’m looking for it.” 
 
    “What kind of manual override?” 
 
    “Not override,” he said. “But it will show me what the awakened SMs have learned so far.” 
 
    “The Accelerationists have worked on that code sequence you used?” 
 
    “For a long time,” Philip said. “They’re constantly refining it. I’m stunned it worked as well as it has. Usually, theory doesn’t apply so well in the real world.” 
 
    “Are the Draconians the Anunnaki?” Livi asked. 
 
    Philip halted, turned and studied her. “The majority doesn’t think so.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Livi asked. 
 
    “I’m uncertain,” Philip said. 
 
    I whirled to the side, as I’d noticed a flicker of light. I ran that way, reaching a dome. There, sparks sizzled from a rod inside the dome. 
 
    “The thing is back online,” I shouted. “Your code sequence was only temporary.” 
 
    Philip broke into a sprint, heading elsewhere. 
 
    “Catch him, Livi,” I hollered. Then I tore after Philip, running hard, surprised how fast the little hominid could move when he needed to. 
 
    This time, Philip didn’t look back, although his head swiveled as he ran. He turned hard right and ran faster yet. I gained on the little bastard. I didn’t bother shouting at him. Instead, I ran, gaining more. 
 
    Philip slid to a halt before a huge bank of controls. He panted, and sweat mingled with his apish body hair, causing him to stink like a wet dog. 
 
    I pounded toward him. 
 
    He turned, his eyes widened in surprise and he spoke in a rushed pant. “This is a manual master control I’ve been looking for. I think I can shut them down—” 
 
    I reached him and grabbed part of his collar, hoisting him higher, ready to start pounding his ass to mush. 
 
    “Bayard, you fool,” he said. “I can save our lives if you let me.” 
 
    His words penetrated. I released him. 
 
    Still breathing hard, Philip went to the huge bank of controls, cracking his hominid fingers. Tentatively, he began to punch buttons and twist dials, studying readings. 
 
    A holoimage screen appeared above the bank of controls. 
 
    Philip studied the screen for a time, nodding, pondering and then continuing. 
 
    I turned and watched the array of many domes in the grand chamber. I realized that I didn’t see Livi. Had she fallen into a trap, or were there smaller, sneakier mechs around? I hoped not, as I couldn’t afford to leave Philip on his own right now. 
 
    Philip began to chuckle and nod his hairy head. 
 
    I moved nearer him, watching to see what he’d do. 
 
    On the holo-screen, lights were dimming and going out. 
 
    “I’m shutting down this entire section,” Philip said. 
 
    “Good,” I said. Yet, I wondered about that. If Philip could shut down this chamber of domes, could he do that throughout the planet? If so, then the Accelerationists would have the use of the mechs in the warehouses and possibly many other weapons as well. 
 
    “Well?” I said. 
 
    “It’s really working. It’s amazing. I’m thinking this is changing my…” He let his words fade away. 
 
    “Yeah? You’re changing what?” 
 
    He glanced back at me. “I’m reassessing the odds of our survival.” 
 
    “Is it that?” I asked, “or are you becoming an Accelerationist because you see that their plan works?” 
 
    Philip turned toward me. He held a phasor aimed at me, set at the highest power level. “You were useful, Bayard. You’re really quite something. You act like a brute buffoon but you have a brain in that big head of yours. I’m afraid this is the end of the line, though. I’ll have Livi teleport me home, or better yet, I’ll use the new system—” 
 
    A phasor beam struck Philip in the chest. The beam burned through, killing him, and burned into the huge control bank behind him. 
 
    I dove out of the way in case whoever fired would now kill me. I crawled across the floor— 
 
    “Bayard, don’t bother.” 
 
    I ceased crawling and realized Livi had spoken. 
 
    “Are you going to shoot me?” I shouted. 
 
    “Bayard, I just saved your life. Philip was about to kill you.” 
 
    I glanced at the little hominid with the smoking hole in his chest. “He’s dead. You killed him, Livi.” 
 
    “You bet I did. He’s been lying to us all down the line.” 
 
    I couldn’t see Livi anywhere. Was she moving around to a better spot in order to kill me next? I hid behind a smaller bank of controls. 
 
    “Don’t you believe me?” Livi shouted. 
 
    “You’ve been lying low all this time, huh?” 
 
    “I was sent here to stop the Accelerationists. Philip has been posing as one of their enemies. But he knows far too much about this place to be a Traditionalist.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    For several seconds there was silence. Then, “Because we’ve worked with some real Traditionalists,” Livi said. 
 
    From on the floor, I whirled around to see Livi standing there, with a phasor aimed at my face. 
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked. 
 
    She pointed to a microphone near her mouth. “I used a loudspeaker out there to distract you.” 
 
    That was smart. “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Livi smiled. It was so beautiful. “Not if you agree to help me.” 
 
    “Help you do what?” 
 
    “Shut down the rest of the Accelerationists on Chaunt Two.” 
 
    “Do we have any backup?” 
 
    “It’s just you and me, Bayard. Are you game?” 
 
    I grinned, standing, nodding. “Why didn’t you tell me about Philip earlier?” 
 
    Livi cocked her head as if I’d said something foolish. “I thought you might be secretly working with or for him. After all I’ve seen, though, and that he was about to kill you—you’re the same good Bayard that I knew on Tynar.” 
 
    “Can I grab his phasor?” 
 
    “Yes,” Livi said. “He shut down this chamber, but I think he summoned an Accelerationist team. We’ll have to be careful we don’t activate a different SM chamber.” 
 
    “Philip told the truth about that?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell.” Livi looked around before holstering her phasor. “The Institute is a scary group, as the First Folk are smarter than the rest of us. The Accelerationists are close to completing their setup for conquest. The key is this planet.” 
 
    “Because of the mechs?” 
 
    “That, the mobile teleporters and other highly advanced technology,” Livi said. 
 
    “You said a team of First Folk is coming for us?” 
 
    “Yes. We have to get ready for them. Then…we’ll worry about the rest if we can survive the team.” 
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    We found an armory. I carried a phasor rifle and had an anti-grav unit on my back as I’d used on Tynar in the Canopus System. It had a mobile thumb switch I wore on my left hand so I could turn it on and off. 
 
    Livi wore a bulky computer helmet with a red-tinted visor in front of her eyes. She wore manipulation gloves to use the circuitry in the helmet. 
 
    I’d noticed earlier that she’d barely been able to shove her small hands into the gloves. 
 
    “Draconians could use those,” I’d said then. 
 
    “I suppose they could.” 
 
    “Are Draconians the lost Anunnaki?” 
 
    Livi glanced at her manipulation gloves and then answered. “…I’m beginning to think so.” 
 
    “How did all the Draconians end up on Chaunt Three then and not on Chaunt Two and Three?” 
 
    “We’re not sure. There’s evidence to suggest there may have been a Synthetic Mind Rebellion eight thousand years ago. The Anunnaki or Draconians managed to put it down then, but it cost them big time, maybe cost the entire Harmony back then.” 
 
    “The rebellion stranded the Draconian survivors on Chaunt Three and hurled them back into a primitive state?” 
 
    “Sure seems like it,” Livi said. 
 
    We presently crept along the side of a huge building, moving through the streets of the city again. One hunter-killer had floated toward us. Livi had done something with her gloves and red-visor computer helmet. The hunter-killer had drifted away. Livi had said it no longer saw us. 
 
    I asked her why we couldn’t use the hunter-killers against the foe. She said it would be too risky because it might awaken other SM chambers. If there were too many active centers, the code sequence would likely not be able to shut them all down again. 
 
    “Are you truly a Vegan?” 
 
    “Yes, Bayard, you’ve guessed my origin. Now, start paying attention. The Accelerationists could be anywhere.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled as I studied the dusty street. The city felt dead and haunted. It was haunted by the synthetic minds and sleeping mechs. 
 
    “From what you’ve said, I’m beginning to wonder if the Anunnaki are the real culprits to the Harmony’s destruction millennia ago,” I said. 
 
    Livi halted and stiffened, and she manipulated her gloves faster. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “Shut up for a second,” she said. 
 
    I crouched to present a smaller target, and I peered left and right and then into the sky. Maybe the little hominids would be rooftop shooters. I saw no evidence of that— 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said softly. “I’ve detect three floaters. These might have hardened hulls and weaponry. Keep your eyes on the skies.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    It felt like I was in Bhutan again, and a knot formed in my gut and tightened. Combat, though exhilarating, was a bitch that could cut you down at any moment. I was good at it. But when I had too long a time to think about it, my gut told me it was dangerous. 
 
    I purposefully slowed my breathing and scanned the upper lanes between the buildings. 
 
    “Any idea from what direction the floaters are coming?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m working on it.” 
 
    Livi manipulated her gloves faster until a nasty grin appeared below the red visor. “Do you think you could reach the top of a building?” 
 
    “I’ve used the anti-gravity unit before.” 
 
    “It looks like the floaters are trying to triangulate against us. I suspect they mean to box us in. If you get to…” Livi pointed. “The top of that building, you should be able to spot the nearest floater.” 
 
    My nostrils flared, I bent my knees and readied a thumb on the anti-grav hand-control. I clicked the control and thrust upward with my legs, propelling myself airborne, as I’d just become neutral in terms of gravity. 
 
    I drifted upward. This was an anti-grav unit. It lacked any thruster power. The momentum of my jump took me higher and higher. Who said white men couldn’t jump? I was doing better than any NBA star that had ever lived. 
 
    The height began to make me giddy. I used a carrying strap, shouldering the phasor rifle as I neared the chosen building. I was going to bump against the tenth story. I readied myself, and instead of smashing against the wall and bouncing off, I used my hands, grabbed a protrusion and thrust myself upward. It worked as it would have worked in zero gravity in space. I shot upward at a faster rate. 
 
    The buzz at my back told me the anti-grav unit still had plenty of power left. 
 
    I craned my head, looking up. The stories passed fast as I sailed higher. I didn’t see any sign of a hominid floater yet. 
 
    I used another protrusion and slowed myself this time, as I was almost to the top, forty stories high. The city looked different from this height. I grabbed an edge of the roof and managed to swing myself onto the top. Using my thumb, I clicked off power. 
 
    I dropped several inches, hitting the top of the building and grunting, almost twisting an ankle landing. 
 
    Gathering my bearings—I waved down to Livi. She waved back and pointed to my left. I raced across the flat rooftop. Then I saw a floater heading my way. It was just below the top of the tall buildings, using the lane as a shield as it drifted toward me. 
 
    Lying flat, producing a smaller target, I sighted the phasor rifle, tracking the approaching floater. I didn’t have Philip’s targeting glasses. That would have been nice. It would probably be wise to let the floater get as close as I could stand before I opened up. 
 
    Sweat pooled on my forehead. I needed a scope. I couldn’t see any hominid inside the floater. I take that back. I could make out a brown smudge of a bastard First Folk. 
 
    Seconds passed and I could make him out using the levers at his sides and the pedals at his feet. 
 
    I used the iron sights of the phasor rifle. He was a block away and closing. I applied pressure on the trigger— 
 
    A heavy beam speared from my rifle and struck the outer hull of his floater. This baby packed punch, and the beam drilled almost immediately through the hull. I kept firing—the beam burst out on the other side of the floater. 
 
    At that point, the floater dropped like a boulder, heading for the street. 
 
    I ceased beaming and scrambled forward to watch. 
 
    The floater struck the pavement of the street, shattering into pieces, leaving a slowly squirming hominid down there. 
 
    I shot him, killing him. 
 
    This was war. There was no time for mercy yet. I had to stop the Accelerationists from gaining the tools to start a vast interstellar conquest of the former Harmony of Planets, and that included Earth. So, yeah, I shot the bastard dead all right and felt little remorse for it. 
 
    That was when a beam struck near me. 
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    I scrambled forward and leapt without conscious thought. I had the phasor rifle as I went over the side of the roof. Yeah, I clicked the anti-grav-unit control with my thumb, and had a moment as I twisted around in the air like one of them cliff divers. 
 
    I saw the offending floater. It was a block away in the opposite direction as the one I’d just destroyed. I raised the rifle, sighted and fired the heavy beam. 
 
    I must have gotten lucky in one respect. The pilot in the floater over there mustn’t have expected me to hang in the air the way I was doing. I targeted the offender, and my beam struck his hull. It punched through. 
 
    I clicked the thumb button again. 
 
    I dropped like a rock, as the anti-grav turned off. I clicked it again, and I began to float down, too fast for my tastes, but no longer gaining velocity as I dropped. Now, I moved through momentum of the original second of drop. 
 
    I’d thought long and hard about the anti-grav process. After Tynar, I’d had time to consider how I could have used my anti-grav unit better. Now, I was putting that knowledge to use. 
 
    Livi had told me three floaters were coming for us. I’d taken care of two. I was sure I’d put the second floater out of commission, maybe even killed the pilot.  
 
    That left one floater. 
 
    One problem, though, was that I’d jumped off the wrong side of the building. I was heading to a different street. 
 
    What would Livi be doing now? 
 
    I judged the distance to the street. I was going faster than I liked, but it was still taking too long to descend. I didn’t dare click off the anti-grav again, as I had no way to reverse the process. I was going to land a little harder than a parachutist might, and on pavement. 
 
    I readied myself from up here, telling myself to bend my knees and roll upon impact to help dissipate the force of landing. 
 
    I might be able to add more anti-grav to the unit, making myself lighter than zero gravity. Things could get tricky then. 
 
    I scanned the skies as I floated down. Then, I slung the phasor rifle crossways upon my back and chest, the strap on my chest. 
 
    Time moved much too slowly for me. At last, the street reached up, I struck it, rolled and lay there dazed by the impact. I’d hit harder than I’d expected. My feet throbbed, and I wanted to twist in pain. 
 
    Eventually, I climbed gingerly to my feet, looking both ways. I didn’t see Livi. I didn’t see anyone. The street was deserted and so was the sky. 
 
    Sliding the phasor rifle free, I limped for the edge of the nearest building, scanning everywhere. I didn’t like being alone. I was trapped on Chaunt Two, far from Earth and the people I loved. The only one who’d really seemed to know his way around this alien world was dead. 
 
    I considered options and decided it was time to float up again when a hunter-killer drifted into view. It came from a different lane than either of the floaters. 
 
    Damn. This was bad. I couldn’t very well go airborne with it up there. Should I shoot it out of the air? 
 
    I shook my head. That might help to activate other sleeping SMs. 
 
    I flattened myself against the wall of the building, ceasing movement. 
 
    The hunter-killer drifted into greater view. It stopped suddenly, and it began to rotate. I was sure it was searching for me. 
 
    I raised the phasor rifle. 
 
    The hunter-killer brightened. 
 
    I targeted it, but an instinct kept me from firing. 
 
    An instant later, a beam from it shot out onto a different street. 
 
    “You bastard.” It must be firing at Livi. I fired at it. My beam struck it, and the hunter-killer stopped beaming. It began to rotate again. This time, I felt as if it was searching for me. 
 
    A hatch opened twenty feet away in a different building. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi shouted. “Hurry. Come this way.” 
 
    I looked up at the hunter-killer. It had stopped rotating, but it hadn’t started to brighten. 
 
    With the phasor rifle in hand, I limp-sprinted for Livi. I kept my eye on the globe sixty feet in the air. It began to brighten. 
 
    I managed more speed, no longer feeling the throbbing, hurting soles of my feet. 
 
    Livi moved away. I shot through the hatch into a lit warehouse full of mechs. I’d expected First Folk to be with her, but Livi was alone, as none of the mechs moved. 
 
    “Shut the hatch,” she said. 
 
    I turned, saw a wall switch and struck it with the butt of the phasor rifle. The hatch slammed shut. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded. “Why are you in here?” 
 
    “Plenty’s going on. You’re limping. Can you still move?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, reaching her. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “We’re in trouble. I saw you take down two floaters. More are coming, though. I think the First Folk may be trying to gain control of the hunter-killers. That will wake up the SMs for sure. Either way, all the former planets of the Harmony are screwed if the invasion starts from here.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “Are you with me on this, Bayard?” 
 
    That struck me as an odd question. “Of course I am,” I said. 
 
    “Are you prepared to get bloody?” 
 
    “It’s clobbering time, as the First Folk are screwing all of us. If taking them down is the only way for Earth to survive, I’m more than willing.” 
 
    “This way then,” Livi said, turning, beginning to walk fast. 
 
    I followed, even as the closed hatch behind me began to heat up, likely from a hunter-killer beam. 
 
    The end game for us seemed to be fast approaching on Chaunt Two. 
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    The bulky computer helmet, red visor and manipulation gloves Livi had found were proving extraordinarily valuable. Among other things, they gave her a real-time map of the city. 
 
    “Not all of the SM chambers have completely shut down,” Livi informed me. “This helmet is linked to the part in one that still works. Their SMs are asleep for the moment, though.” 
 
    “Isn’t it dangerous having your helmet linked to that?” 
 
    “Philip’s coded sequence and manual override is working so far. We need to make it permanent for all of them when we have the time.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Livi admitted. 
 
    “But you think the other First Folk do?” 
 
    “I’m betting on it.” 
 
    “We’re going to raid them?” 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    For the next three-quarters of an hour, we moved from building to building, spying two more hunter-killers and three floaters. Fortunately, we managed to slip into the various buildings without any of them spotting us. 
 
    “The Accelerationists are out in force,” I said. “Aren’t they risking another chamber waking up?” 
 
    “They might have learned that Philip’s coded sequence worked. That might have given them greater confidence to move openly.” 
 
    “How would they have learned about the successful coded sequence?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed Livi about her not knowing, but I said nothing in response. We moved through another dark warehouse. Livi found a flashlight and used it to light our path. 
 
    I thought back to everything she’d said and done, and what had been done to her. It occurred to me she might have originally worked with the First Folk. She’d said Traditionalists had helped the Vegans. Might some Accelerationists have worked with the Vegans as well? In other words, Livi hadn’t told me everything she knew. That fit with what I’d learned about her on Tynar. 
 
    That meant I’d have to keep an eye on her. I would have liked to trust her. Could a Traveler ever fully do that, though? 
 
    “Here it is,” Livi said. 
 
    She opened a floor hatch, one we’d been through with Philip. The downward direction broke into my musings as we descended the stairs. 
 
    Soon enough, we reached the closed hatch. Livi opened it. We started along the tunnel, passing the location with the higher ceiling. I still didn’t know how the mechs had managed that. 
 
    We took a break. Livi found some supplies and we ate and drank. As we rested, with one of us crouched against either wall, I regarded her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Livi asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to wrap my mind around it. How did the First Folk originally capture you?” 
 
    “You mean when you saw one of them prod me out of the floater to the controlled T-Rex?” 
 
    “That’s the time.” 
 
    “The Traditionalist I worked with ended up being a double agent. Meaning he was really an Accelerationist and handed me over to his side.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “About a month,” Livi said. 
 
    “Why did they prod you toward the T-Rex?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask me your real question,” Livi said. 
 
    “Okay. You’re a Traveler. You have exceptional value. Why would they waste you like that?” 
 
    Livi’s face twisted into a weird smile. “I suppose you’ve already guessed the answer.” 
 
    I had no idea what she meant. “Why don’t you tell me anyway.” 
 
    “Back when—eight or nine thousand years ago—the Anunnaki were working on an interstellar teleporting system that wouldn’t need a Traveler’s special genes to start. They never found the answer. One branch of the Accelerationists believed they might have finally found the answer after all this time. Fortunately, I killed the lead scientists working on the project.” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “Killed the chief scientists, obviously,” Livi said. “Such a teleporting breakthrough would obliterate our uniqueness. I mean us as Travelers.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t having such a teleporting system add to civilization, though?” 
 
    “You mean everyone being able to teleport light-years at a time?” 
 
    “I’ve never understood why ordinary people can’t do that.” 
 
    Livi shrugged. “There are different theories. I subscribe to the idea that Travelers have special genes that somehow allow the body to reassemble better than others. I have no idea why that’s so or how it’s so critical. All I know is that the Accelerationist scientists thought they had the answer to the age-old problem.” 
 
    “Did they?” 
 
    Livi shrugged again. “I burned their papers and erased the computer files, so we’ll never know.” 
 
    I wondered about that. Had Livi really burned and erased everything? “Since you’re the last person to have seen the data, you would have been more valuable, not less, to the First Folk. It’s even more unbelievable they risked you with the T-Rex.” 
 
    Livi made a face. “The wife of one of the slain scientists viewed me in a different light.” 
 
    “She was in the floater I destroyed?” 
 
    “No, but her uncle was. I was supposed to die, but die in the pursuit of science. That’s the First Folk way.” 
 
    Okay. That made some sense. But I still had my suspicions. “Do, ah, you happen to have a copy of the destroyed data?” 
 
    “Bayard, are you listening to yourself? The operative word you used was ‘destroyed.’ The data is gone, pfft, obliterated.” 
 
    “Why do I have the feeling you’re not telling me everything?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me why you feel that way?” 
 
    I studied Livi. She looked away. Being a Traveler was a hell of a living. Everyone had his or her story. But was Livi’s true? That was too often the question. 
 
    I climbed to my feet with a grunt. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Livi got up. “You know what we’re going to do, right?” 
 
    “Kill a roomful of First Folk,” I said. 
 
    “We have to, Bayard, or we have to force the rest onto Chaunt Three. Then, we have to reach Chaunt One and leave the star system before the self-destruct codes on Chaunt Two become operative.” 
 
    “Ah…what’s that mean in English?” 
 
    “This planet is no longer safe for us.” 
 
    “It’s going to blow?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Livi said. 
 
    “And who set that in motion? You?” 
 
    “The Traditionalist told me some secrets,” Livi said. “Well, not me, but Vegan agents. I put some of that into play after you killed Philip.” 
 
    “And the rest of it?” 
 
    Livi indicted our tunnel. “I have some work cut out for me after you gain us access to the control room. Our tunnel leads to the key HQ of everything. But I’m sure you’ve already guessed that.” 
 
    I stared at the beautiful Vegan in her animal skins and furs. She had fantastic legs. How could such a beauty be so murderous, though? It strained credulity. Or maybe the old saying was true: beauty was only skin deep. The other part of the saying was that ugly went all the way to the bone. 
 
    I felt a hardening in myself, the Marine who would defend his planet to the death. To win a war, you had to make the other poor slob die for his country. That was what Patton had said anyway. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said. 
 
    We marched, and it took time, the tunnel a seemingly endless progression. 
 
      
 
    “We’re close,” Livi said later, as she stared into the red visor of her helmet. 
 
    At that moment, there was a faint sparkle of light just ahead of us, and a dirty hominid appeared in the tunnel. 
 
    “Philip?” I asked, stunned at seeing him. 
 
    The little hominid grinned as if with delight. He wore the same clothes Philip had when Livi had killed him. 
 
    With her lips compressed, Livi drew her phasor, aiming at the little creep. 
 
    “Wait,” Philip said, in the voice and manner I’d come to recognize. He held up his hairy palms. “I’m here to help. In fact, I’ve been waiting for you to show up.” 
 
    I felt as if someone had punched me in the gut. Even so, the barrel of my phasor rifle was aimed directly at his center mass. “You can’t be Philip. I saw Livi kill you several hours ago.” 
 
    The Philip lookalike glanced at her. “I know you know the truth. I’m waiting to see if you’re going to tell him.” 
 
    Livi said nothing, just continued to look angry as she aimed her phasor at him. 
 
    “You’re saying you’re the Philip I’ve already met?” I asked, more bemused than ever. 
 
    “I’m Philip, although I wasn’t the Philip she killed. I am the one you met on Earth aboard the C-130 with Qiang.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make sense,” I shouted. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “If you let me explain,” Philip said. “I think it will make perfect sense.” 
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    I blinked at the grinning hominid, studying him. I was trying to see if there was some difference to this Philip from the one I’d known. The answer struck me suddenly. 
 
    “Are you a clone?” 
 
    “Ah,” Philip said. “That’s a good guess.” 
 
    “Well,” Livi said. “Is that the reason you all look alike? Are you all clones from some original Philip?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Philip said. 
 
    “Were you the one who came to Earth to recruit me for this insane mission?” 
 
    “That’s a stupid question, as I already said I am.” 
 
    “Are you wearing a wire?” Livi asked suddenly. 
 
    “I don’t understand the reference,” Philip said. 
 
    “Yeah, you do,” I said. “If you don’t, you’re not Philip.” 
 
    The little hominid stared at me. “No wires,” he said, “although my brain is wired to download my experiences.” 
 
    “Say that again,” I said. 
 
    Livi turned to me. “I think I understand. He can download his experiences. The real Philip can then relive them and learn from them exactly as if he’d done them.” 
 
    “What the hell?” I said, turning to the little hominid. “Is that true?” 
 
    Philip nodded. 
 
    “So…what, the real Philip is safely stashed on the planet of the First Folk?” I asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Philip said. 
 
    “Are you rated then? Are you Philip B-2 or something?” 
 
    “I’m A-3, actually,” Philip said. “Did you tell him about the rating system?” he asked Livi. 
 
    I looked at Livi, stunned he should ask her something like that. “You knew there were Philip clones?” 
 
    Livi ceased compressing her lips, ceased acting surprised. “Of course I knew. I’m a Vegan agent. We’re the best.” 
 
    “Second best,” Philip said promptly. I suppose he figured the First Folk were the best. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead, as it hurt. Then, I shook my head. “Are all First Folk clones?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Philip said. 
 
    “I mean other than the Originals.” 
 
    “If you put it that way, yes, the rest of us are clones. We ceased procreating several thousand years ago. It’s likely the Institute would have died out otherwise.” 
 
    “Because you Homo habilis would have gone extinct because you ceased having babies the natural way?” I asked. 
 
    Philip A-3 shrugged. 
 
    “What happened to Philip A-1 and A-2?” 
 
    “You killed one, and Livi slew the other.” 
 
    “The one in the first floater I encountered on Chaunt Two was a clone of…the Original Philip?” 
 
    Philip A-3 nodded. 
 
    “This is weird,” I said. “How many Originals are left?” 
 
    “That’s privileged information.” 
 
    “Are there any Philips in the chamber we’re about to attack?” I said. 
 
    “Some ‘C’ clones, I believe. They were suborned by the Accelerationists some time ago.” 
 
    Once more, I massaged my forehead. Fine, the Homo habilis made clones of themselves. That sounded like something stupid bright boys would attempt. How long would an Original survive? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. What if the real First Folk were super old dudes kept alive on life-support systems? Would there come a time when their genes could no longer replicate clones? 
 
    “Do you work for the Original Philip?” I asked A-3. 
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Philip said. “Know, however, that I’m in favor of eliminating the threat of Chaunt Two to the rest of the former Harmony. I’m also not in favor of the Institute attempting to conquer other worlds of the former Harmony.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t like giving my reasons, just my answers. No one ever agrees with another person’s reasons. So why make things difficult by bringing them into the mix?” 
 
    “Are you a clone?” I asked Livi. 
 
    “Certainly not,” she said. “I’m me, and I’m the only me in existence.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked A-3. “I mean here in the tunnel with us.” 
 
    “I clearly teleported,” Philip said. “After the Vegan left the chamber where she assassinated my clone, I combed through it. The synthetic minds are still sleeping. The code sequence and manual override worked. I searched until I found the teleporting machines and activated them.” 
 
    “If you can teleport short distances,” I said, “why can’t you do long distances on your own?” 
 
    “There’s a different science at work,” Philip said. “Now’s probably not the time to go into it. The others are nervous and antsy.” 
 
    “Others, as in the Accelerationists on Chaunt Two ready to use the ancient Anunnaki equipment?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Philip said. 
 
    I jerked a thumb at A-3. “Is that the Traditionalist that helped you?” I asked Livi. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Livi said. “He’s right. We need to strike now.” She faced Philip. “Have some here used the portals to flee to Chaunt Three?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Philip said. 
 
    Livi frowned severely. “That’s it then. They had their chance. They’ve woken synthetic minds and they’re still playing with Anunnaki tech. They deserve whatever happens to them now.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to them?” I asked. 
 
    Philip snorted. 
 
    Livi gave me an odd look. 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “You’re going to happen to them,” Livi said. “You’re going to storm their main control chamber, Marine style.” 
 
    “In that case I need some combat armor.” 
 
    “Wait a moment.” Livi manipulated her gloves. She seemed to stare more intently at the red visor. “Bayard, we have to move now. They’re attempting to bring in reinforcements.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Philip. 
 
    “Draconians from Chaunt Three,” Livi said. 
 
    “That’s bad,” Philip said. “The last thing we want is primitive Anunnaki on Chaunt Two. We’d better hit the chamber before that happens.” 
 
    “Are you going to help Bayard?” Livi asked. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am,” Philip said. 
 
    “Can you teleport us into their secret chamber?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t teleport both of us. But I could go ahead and prep them for you. I could keep them busy: keep them from bringing Draconians here. Then you hit the place and start beaming.” 
 
    “How do I make sure I don’t beam you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll teleport out the moment you blast down the hatch,” Philip said. 
 
    I was uneasy about letting the little liar go ahead of me. Maybe he’d give us away. Maybe I needed to cut him down here before he did more harm. 
 
    “I like it,” Livi said. “Well, Bayard, are you up for it? Just to let you know, if you aren’t, Earth might become a colony of the Institute. I don’t think you’d like that. These brainy hominids would make the Krekelens look like hall monitors.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Philip said. “This whole cloning business has unhinged the Originals who run the Institute.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead again. If I’d thought the world was upside-down earlier, now, everything was spinning. I was spinning. 
 
    I checked my phasor rifle, and I realized my throat was dry. I was as ready as I was going to be. 
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    Philip A-3 sparkled for a just a moment, and then he disappeared from the tunnel, teleporting away. 
 
    “Do we trust him?” I asked Livi. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What? Then why you’d let him go?” 
 
    “We cooperate with him,” Livi said. “I don’t trust any of the First Folk as such. They’re the slipperiest group of people I’ve ever met. I think I know what Philip’s planning, though. In a way, in the end, his plan might be just as bad for the Accelerationists as mine.” 
 
    “What’s Philip planning?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out. We attack and see what happens.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “You’re coming with me?” 
 
    “I was speaking metaphorically. You’re the one attacking.” 
 
    “What are you going to be doing?” 
 
    Livi flexed her manipulation gloves. “Making sure none of the others outside help the control group.” 
 
    “You’re taking over the hunter-killers?” 
 
    “For an hour, maybe less,” Livi said. “It’s a risk, but I don’t see any other way of doing this if I don’t try. I’m going to sweep the city of First Folk floaters. If they try to land and rush underground, I think I can stop that, too.” 
 
    I scowled. “It’s hard to believe that my lone assault can stop an interstellar war from happening.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be that hard to understand. A knife in the back of the key general can stop an entire war sometimes, given it’s the correct general or war-leader. Kill Hitler and World War Two would never take place.” 
 
    “I see what you mean.” And I did. Kill Napoleon and the French wouldn’t have invaded Russia in 1812. Kill Alexander the Great and the Persian Empire would have been safe for another fifty years. At the beginning, one or a few people could set a thing into motion. Maybe this chamber full of little hominids could start an interstellar war if we let them activate hundreds of thousands of mechs and send other mobile teleporters to various worlds. But if I could eliminate this room full, and Livi and Philip could shut down the Chaunt System portals— 
 
    “How far away is the chamber?” I asked. 
 
    Livi gave me quick instructions. Afterward, she said, “Good luck, Bayard. For once, many worlds are resting upon the outcome of your action. Go full throttle. Your planet’s fate depends on it.” 
 
    I heard the words. I ingested the idea, and I started down the tunnel, breaking into a jog. I would have liked some Kevlar armor. At least I had the phasor rifle. I sure hoped Philip was setting them up for me instead of warning them. 
 
    I didn’t trust Philip A-3, but we could cooperate as Livi had suggested. I wasn’t sure what A-3 was getting out of this. Maybe it would help establish him as the next top Philip, the new Original—if that made sense. 
 
    I couldn’t think of these five-foot even Homo habilis as cute little hominids with hairy faces. These were crafty devils in hominid guise. They meant to send conquering mechs to Earth. They meant to use Earth mercenaries to help them put down others on other planets. Millions and maybe even billions would die in order that the little hominids could lord it over the rest of us. I didn’t like the idea. I wanted to keep Earth free. 
 
    The grimness of the situation propelled me for my date with destiny. 
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    The tunnel widened considerably, to three times its width and height, and a still and waiting mech shot at me. Luckily, I’d seen his triangle of red eye-ports a second before he’d fired. 
 
    I hit the deck. His laser speared over me. I fired in return, burning through his chest plate and deactivating the seven-foot monstrosity. The mech didn’t topple, although it sparked impressively and its red eye-ports flickered, and then turned pitch-black. 
 
    The seven-foot mech remained in place, smoking as I rose from the floor and charged with my phasor rifle ready. By the time I passed, it had ceased sparking. 
 
    I could smell the burnt electronics, though. 
 
    Another two mechs rounded a corner, marching toward me. 
 
    I burned them, and they sparked and smoked. I melted their heads for good measure. 
 
    I loved the phasor rifle. It backed a wallop better than a fifty-caliber machine gun and it was much more portable. 
 
    I rounded the corner the mechs had come around and saw a great steel hatch. Without hesitation, I burned a double-fisted hole through it. Seconds later, lasers beams made an impressive display shooting through my hole. Hominids must have been waiting behind it and had immediately returned fire, although the hole was too high for them to have done any targeted shooting. 
 
    I unhooked one of my two grenades, pulled the pin and hurled it through the slagged hole in the hatch. It was perfect strike. The thud of its explosion and hominid screams told me the grenade had done its duty. 
 
    I hurled the second grenade for good measure, rushing forward after it sailed through the hole in the hatch. The grenade went off, but there were no new screams this time, although a few finally quit. 
 
    I poked my phasor rifle through the hole, beaming hominids as if this were an arcade game at the fair. Two raced behind some near controls. I beamed through the metal to burn the little bastards hiding there. 
 
    I beamed the lock, dropped to the floor and pushed the hatch so it swung inward. Beams burned over me as I slithered on the floor into the huge chamber and crawled to a block of sizzling, melting panels. 
 
    I heard the hominids yelling at each other. It was a First Folk tongue, I believe. 
 
    “Surrender,” one yelled in English. 
 
    I told them to go to hell and then crawled to a different position. 
 
    Small capsules flew through the air at the location I’d been. The capsules went off with impressive bangs. Hominids shouted with glee, stood and fired their lasers where smoke rose. 
 
    From my new position, from on my knees, I swept the chamber with the phasor-rifle fire, taking out half a dozen of them in a sweep. 
 
    I immediately hit the deck and slithered elsewhere as return fire zeroed in on the position where I’d been. 
 
    Mobility was critical. Good aim helped a ton. A bloodthirsty nature and training were my aces in the hole. Yeah, there was fear in my belly. I was aware of it, in any case. But there was something else going on. I wanted blood. I wanted victory. These hominids were messing with my world. Realizing that helped my morale, and it caused me to hold the little critters in contempt. That might have been stupid on my part because they had equalizers: I’m talking laser rifles. But hey, size matters. Ask any girl that had been with me and she’d tell you it was true. If size didn’t matter, why were NFL linemen such big suckers? 
 
    Yeah. Exactly. 
 
    I rose from my newest location and beamed another half dozen hominids. 
 
    Those in the far back were screaming in terror and sprinting to get away from me. 
 
    The chamber was huge, and had many sections, alcoves, boxes, big machines— 
 
    Mechs marched into the chamber from somewhere I hadn’t considered. 
 
    I dropped and slithered yet again and then found a pile of wrecked machines. From behind, I scrambled up them fifteen feet. The chamber ceiling was even higher. 
 
    From my high location and while remaining hidden, I peered at the mechs. They clanked my way, laser ports ready and grenade launchers set to fire. 
 
    I breathed heavily through my nostrils, hardened my resolve and fired through a tiny opening. 
 
    My phasor rifle beamed hard and heavy. I took down the mechs, and jumped down on my side of the machine pile. 
 
    I scrambled fast, sprinting, diving— 
 
    Explosions tore through the air. The blast hurled me against a side wall. I groaned, touched my side and my fingers came away bloody. Shaking my head, I stumbled to a new location even farther in the back. 
 
    “Human, are you still alive?” a hominid shouted. 
 
    From on the floor, I visibly checked my side. It was bleeding, but it didn’t seem like a big deal. There was bruising around the bloody abrasion— 
 
    “We want to make a deal with you,” a hominid shouted. “This fighting is senseless.” 
 
    I began slithering faster, the phasor rifle held in the crook of my arms. 
 
    Other explosives made crumping sounds. Hominids screamed. 
 
    “I helped you, Bayard. The rest is up to you.” 
 
    That sounded like Philip. Had the little bastard tossed grenades at his fellow hominids in treachery? Had he teleported away after that? 
 
    Maybe he’d said all that to try to fool me. I was grinning like a madman, though. I was mad, but I hadn’t lost my combat sense. I wanted to finish this. 
 
    I rose from my latest spot, scanning the wrecked chamber. Nothing moved. There was smoke, a burnt electrical smell—in the very back, I saw a blur of something. That might be a portal. Were the hominids bringing reinforcements? I couldn’t afford that. 
 
    “Oh hell,” I said. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I charged around my hiding spot and pounded toward the blurring image back there. I expected lasers to burn me down, grenades to fly and explode. 
 
    I saw something, dove and fired while flying through the air. 
 
    A hominid crumpled. 
 
    I clicked my anti-grav device, and I floated in midair. I fired at a peeking hominid. He burned to a crisp. 
 
    Then, I clicked the anti-grav again and threw my feet down in time to stand. There was ringing in my ears. I was ready for anything. 
 
    A weird sense flowed through me. It felt as if I were the only living thing in the chamber. I walked faster until I reached a huge bank of controls and screens. On most of the screens was Jurassic jungle vegetation. I saw two running hominids on a screen. One bled. They ran to a waiting floater. 
 
    I looked at the portals shimmering in front of me. This must be the main portal control chamber. 
 
    I heard a telltale sound, whirled around and brought up my phasor rifle. 
 
    Philip appeared behind me. He was grinning like an ape. He had nothing in his hands, although he wore a tool belt full of strange tools. 
 
    “You did it, Bayard.” 
 
    “You think so?” I said. 
 
    “Now we have to disable the portals so the others can’t ever return to Chaunt Two.” 
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    I went throughout the chamber and made sure the little hominids were all dead and not just acting or laying low on me, waiting to jump up and attack while my back was turned. 
 
    It was ugly, but necessary. Much of warfare isn’t heroic or even noble. It’s a dirty, bloody, gruesome business, and the more hardhearted one was, the better. 
 
    I swept through the chamber, applying the coup-de-grace to more than a few hominids. 
 
    Meanwhile, Philip had torn off panels and fiddled with tools on them, turning this, switching off that. 
 
    I found several extra shirts and wiped blood and sweat from me. I was exhausted emotionally and physically. Killing took something from you, especially when you had to be methodical about it. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    Philip was too busy to answer. 
 
    “Is this really the central chamber?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said. “This is the heart of it.” 
 
    I sat on a small swivel chair. A few of the screens still worked. I didn’t see any First Folk in them. Oh, wait, I did see two big floaters moving away. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to them?” I asked. 
 
    “I have to get this done now,” Philip said. “I can talk afterward.” 
 
    I watched him, with my phasor rifle resting on my thighs. 
 
    One of the screens went blank. 
 
    I wanted to ask Philip if that was good or bad, but I was tired of his useless answers. Besides, his actions were probably critical. I’d opened the way so he could do this thing. 
 
    Time passed in a blur. Not the same way it did in a fight. But it passed as I sat there bemused and numb from killing. 
 
    At last, every screen had become blank. 
 
    “There,” Philip said, as he made a final adjustment. “It’s time to shut it down for good.” He turned to me. “I’ve stranded those on Chaunt Three. I think Livi is hunting the last Institute personnel on Chaunt Two.” 
 
    “What about those on Chaunt One?” I asked. 
 
    Philip shook his head. “I doubt any First Folk are there. Anyone who teleports or portals to Chaunt One leaves immediately or the next thing to it. Otherwise, he risks dying by solar radiation.” 
 
    “We’re going to Chaunt One so we can leave the star system to go home?” 
 
    “That’s my recommendation.” 
 
    “How do we deactivate the globe on the Persian Gulf seabed?” 
 
    “Well… I’m not sure about that.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. For once, I actually heard the deceit in Philip’s voice. 
 
    “It’s not what you think, Bayard. The teleport globes are difficult and dangerous. The one on Earth is especially so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the First Folk running the operation feared Earthmen,” Philip said. “They wanted a tough…globe there in case things went belly-up like they’re doing now.” 
 
    “I’m not tracking what you’re trying to say.” 
 
    “Mobile teleporters are mean,” Philip said. “How can I make you understand? Ah. I know. They’re like a baseball catcher when you’re trying to score at home base.” 
 
    As crazy as it might sound, his description helped me understand. But it added a complication. “You make it sound as if the globe is alive.” 
 
    “Not in the way you think.” 
 
    “How then?” I asked. 
 
    Philip sighed. “An Anunnaki teleport globe is a cross between a mech, a synthetic mind and a living organism. No one is sure how to categorize them.” 
 
    “You’re not planning on leaving the one down there on Earth?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “No,” I said, putting my hands on the resting phasor rifle. 
 
    Philip’s face closed up. “There’s no need to threaten me.” 
 
    “I have to rescue McPherson and get the teleport globe off Earth. There’s no compromise on either.” 
 
    Philip’s features softened. “I understand. I’ll tell Livi how to achieve the—” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, interrupting. 
 
    “You might not understand all the technical details.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with us?” 
 
    “Back to Earth?” asked Philip. “No. Not if I can help it. I want to get back to the Institute. My Original will want to know what happened out here. This…this is a big deal. We changed interstellar history, Bayard. You should be proud of what you’ve achieved.” 
 
    I avoided looking at the corpses lying twisted throughout the chamber. I’d done my duty, I suppose. I wasn’t sure I felt proud exactly. A fight like this and the chore afterward…it had taken something from me. I wanted to go home. I wanted to leave the Chaunt System. I’d rather not have to deal with any little hominids for the rest of my life. 
 
    “You need to talk to Livi,” Philip said. 
 
    What I needed was a bed and a long week of sleep. I was tired of having to look over my shoulder every second. I was tired of taking stimulants to keep going. I needed to wash the blood off my hands. 
 
    I stood abruptly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Wariness entered Philip’s eyes. “Go where?” 
 
    “Out of here.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Let me make a final adjustment.” He reached over to a panel, and I realized he meant to double-cross me, as I’d heard the deceit in his voice. I was getting to know Philip A-3. 
 
    I brought up my phasor rifle, but I was already fading away, short-teleporting from the Chamber of Carnage to wherever the little creep had sent me. 
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    To my surprise, I reappeared beside a startled Livi. She was in the tunnel where I’d left her. 
 
    Livi was sitting cross-legged with her helmeted head cocked at an angle. Her manipulation-gloved fingers were twitching, and I think her concentration on what she saw upon the red visor had been nearly total. 
 
    Upon my arrival, Livi jerked. And she shouted, “Bayard.” In a quieter voice, she asked, “How did you do that?” 
 
    I told her about Philip’s double-cross and his teleporting me here. 
 
    “You defeated the other First Folk in the main chamber?” 
 
    I gave Livi an edited rundown of our victory and Philip’s deactivation of the portals and his plan about leaving for the Institute Planet. “He said you’d help me get rid of the mobile teleport globe on the bottom of the Persian Gulf.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Philip said he’d tell you.” 
 
    Livi climbed to her feet and took off the sweaty helmet. I knew it was sweaty because her hair was. “He didn’t tell me. I doubt he’s going to do so now, either. You and I have each killed one of his clones. I don’t think Philip trusts us.” 
 
    “How about we don’t trust him?” 
 
    “That’s probably one of the reasons he’s wary about us,” Livi said. “Do you think he’s going to reactivate the portal chamber later and help the others escape off Chaunt Three?” 
 
    “…No. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “We need to check,” Livi said. 
 
    “Yeah. I guess we do.” 
 
    Livi and I started for the Portal Chamber. 
 
    As we walked, Livi told me how she’d fought the First Folk upstairs in the air. Through the red-visor helmet, she’d managed to hack control of five hunter-killers, using them to ambush floaters. The First Folk had started shooting at any hunter-killer, and that had allowed Livi to sneak up on several. 
 
    “A few floaters got away, though,” Livi admitted. 
 
    “Where’d they go?” 
 
    “I’m guessing the pilots landed and used portals to escape to Chaunt Three, expecting to regroup and attack us later. They had to have done that before Philip shut down the portals. Now, the portals are down for good and all the First Folk who fled there, along with the others already there, are trapped on the third planet.” 
 
    “The First Folk don’t have an emergency method of escaping Chaunt Three?” 
 
    “Not from everything I’ve seen and heard,” Livi said. “If they use a rocket to go anyway, the mobile space bombs will destroy them. That just leaves the portals, which ought to all have been deactivated.” 
 
    “How do we shut down this planet?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. “Philip might know, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Why can’t Philip keep his word for once?” 
 
    “We don’t know he hasn’t.” 
 
    Livi and I grew silent after that as we trekked. We finally reached the widening of the way. The destroyed mech was still standing in the same spot I’d left it. After a few more steps, we found that the big steel hatch was open, and it still had the hole I’d drilled through it. 
 
    I didn’t like returning here. The dead on the floor—dispatching them had been harder than I wanted to admit to myself. Killing in the heat of battle was one thing, and it wasn’t always the easiest thing to live with. Killing in cold blood, dispatching wounded and pleading enemies—I’d be having bad dreams about this for the rest of my life. 
 
    I sighed, and I tried to ignore the dead. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said, looking around. “What a mess. I can’t believe you did this all by yourself.” 
 
    “Philip helped.” 
 
    Livi looked at me. 
 
    I wouldn’t meet her gaze, but shrugged. 
 
    We reached the back controls. There was no sign of Philip. Livi studied the dead screens and controls, tapping a button here and turning a dial there. 
 
    “I think he—what’s this?” Livi pulled a taped note from a panel. “Huh, get this.” She read me some of the note. It was from Philip. He apologized for leaving and teleporting me, but he said he had an obligation to his Original. Some of the note was technical, telling Livi how to get to Chaunt One and which Road junction to use to get back to Vega and Earth. He suggested she help me leave and then go to Vega. He added a last part about a possible method for ridding Earth of the Persian Gulf seabed teleport globe. 
 
    Livi read that part to me twice. 
 
    “Is Philip serious?” I asked. “A floater can’t work like that.” 
 
    “He’s serious, and I think a floater can if we program it correctly. We’re running out of time, though, and taking a floater will make it harder to use the Road on Chaunt One. Do you want to try his suggestion?” 
 
    I considered the possibilities. The only other way to rid Earth of the Persian Gulf globe was to go down with witch-hunting personnel. The Krekelens would be waiting for that kind of assault. The floater, could it work that far down under increased sea pressure? 
 
    I also had to rescue Colonel McPherson from Rull in his underwater base. 
 
    I looked at Livi. 
 
    “What is it now?” she asked. 
 
    “We did it. We won. We stopped the interstellar war. I think the hominids on Chaunt Three are going to live there for the rest of their natural lives. I think the bulk of the Accelerationists must be there. That means the Traditionalists will take over the Institute again. I wonder if that was Philip’s mission the whole time.” 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Livi asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking about how to rescue Colonel McPherson. That tells me I really believe we’re done here. The victory in the Chaunt System almost seems incomplete, though. I think that’s due to the nature of the fight. This was a spy-versus-spy kind of battle. It was full of trickery, deceit and double-deals.” 
 
    “And a whole lot of phasor beams at the end,” Livi said in an emotionless voice. “It was a Marine finishing it for the good guys by killing or chasing away all the bad guys.” 
 
    “Will you help me free Earth from the damn teleport globe?” 
 
    Livi smiled. “You’re a good Traveler, Bayard, and there’s more messes in the former Harmony than just the Institute. I’ll help you with the teleport globe so you’ll keep Traveling, but I don’t know if what we attempt will be enough.” 
 
    For the first time since the massacre in the Portal Chamber, I felt my spirits rise. “Let’s find out.” 
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    We saw Philip A-3 one more time, after an exhausting search through a massive warehouse full of parked floaters. 
 
    Each rested on a giant tripod holder. Livi and I selected a large floater made for three riders. It was different from most of the others. This one lacked a clear hull, but was more like the one I’d first shot down on Chaunt Three. The pilot chamber was a tight fit despite the floater’s size. It had to do with the special hulls, several of which could be flooded like a normal submarine. The hulls could also withstand much greater pressure: again, like a submarine. 
 
    It was an underwater floater, making it unique. 
 
    The only problem would be moving it. This floater wasn’t meant to fly through the air. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said, nudging me in the side. 
 
    I turned around in time to see airborne sparkles. Philip, inside a small, clear-hulled, grounded floater, appeared in the warehouse with us. 
 
    I slid the phasor rifle from my shoulder. 
 
    “There’s no need for alarm,” Philip said through a loudspeaker. “This is merely a protective measure so I’ll leave this warehouse alive.” 
 
    “Your distrust of us shows that we shouldn’t trust you,” Livi said. 
 
    “An obvious axiom,” Philip said. “However, I have you under my guns, so to speak, to enforce your cooperation.” 
 
    I noticed the phasor port on his floater. The weapon was aimed at us. One of Philip’s opposable thumbs was on the firing button of a stick lever. Like all the floaters, there was one lever on each side of the pilot. 
 
    Livi had been showing me how to pilot ours. It was similar to an aerial floater in that it could maneuver in all directions, but while underwater instead of in the air. 
 
    “I nearly overloaded the teleporter getting to the warehouse in my floater,” Philip told us. “The system was never meant to transfer such massive loads as this, just personnel.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked. Could my phasor rifle punch through his hull? I was guessing so, but maybe not before he beamed the two of us. 
 
    “Did you get my note?” Philip asked. 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “I want to add a few things,” Philip said. “And I want to settle your minds about the Institute. It isn’t secretly going to attempt to come back to Chaunt Two and revitalize everything.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “And I want you to realize the futility of trying to regain access to Chaunt Two sometime in the future.” 
 
    “What you really mean is that you’re here to make sure we leave,” Livi said. 
 
    Philip gave us his widest grin. “There is that, of course. We’ve worked together in an uneasy alliance. I decided it’s best if we all know it’s over, and at the same time, we all leave Chaunt Two.” 
 
    “The second planet will really be empty of any humanoids after we leave?” I asked. 
 
    “It will be a museum to the Anunnaki,” Philip said. “The synthetic minds are asleep. The mechs are off, and the other teleporting globes have yet to be activated.” 
 
    “Can the teleport globes accidently come online?” I asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen,” Philip said, “I’d say that can’t happen for another three hundred years. Hopefully, by that time, the Institute will be ready for them, along with maybe Vega and Earth.” 
 
    “What about the Krekelens?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe by then you Earthlings will have made peace with the Krekelens.” 
 
    “Or the shape shifters will be extinct,” I said. 
 
    Philip shook his head. “That could be a bad idea for several reasons.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It may be the former worlds of the Harmony will need the Krekelens someday.” 
 
    “Against whom?” 
 
    “Come now, Bayard,” Philip said. “Do you think we’re the only intelligent species in the universe? Perhaps there are other more aggressive races. Perhaps someday, we’ll have to face them.” 
 
    “Better to face them united, than with cunning Krekelens trying to backstab us all the time,” I said. “Besides, when did you become a Krekelen lover?” 
 
    “Do you think the Krekelens are evil?” Philip asked. 
 
    I laughed harshly. 
 
    “Bayard most certainly does believe that,” Livi said. 
 
    “That’s your Marine outlook at work,” Philip told me. “It isn’t a rational idea.” 
 
    “Krekelens are slave masters,” I said hotly. “Everything I’ve learned about them shows them trying to enslave humanity from prehistoric times until today. To me, that’s a pretty straightforward definition of evil. I have no qualms about attempting to eliminate all of them. Anyone who tries to stop me becomes my enemy.” 
 
    “Ah…” Philip said. “I appreciate the heads up. I’ll tell my Original.” 
 
    “You do that,” I said. “I don’t know all our history yet. But I plan to learn exactly what happened in the past so Earth can prepare for the future. I want to know how and why the Harmony shattered and how far it extended.” 
 
    “Are you begging for me to tell you?” 
 
    “I’m not begging you for a thing.” 
 
    Philip looked up, shook his head and regarded me again. “You’re too proud, Bayard.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 
 
    “You have fire, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “You know what?” I said. 
 
    “A moment,” Livi said, putting a warm hand on my arm. 
 
    I looked into her eyes. Man, but they were beautiful. She seemed to be trying to tell me something through her eyes. I nodded. 
 
    Livi regarded Philip in his floater. “This has been an illuminating experience. I salute you, Philip A-3. You are a most resourceful agent. I salute the Traditionalists and wish the Institute well.” 
 
    “What do you think about the Earthling?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Bayard is impetuous and brave,” Livi said, glancing at me. “Obviously, like me, you enjoy having him on your side. He would make a formidable enemy.” 
 
    “Provided he survives the Chaunt System,” Philip said. 
 
    “Earth could prove useful to the Institute,” Livi said, “even more so if they understood the situation properly.” 
 
    “That’s one line of reasoning,” Philip said. 
 
    “Your Original doesn’t think so?” Livi asked. 
 
    Philip bowed his head. “Do you plan to help Bayard on Earth?” 
 
    “For a short time anyway.” 
 
    “You know what happened to his father, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll take precautions,” Livi said. 
 
    “Fine,” Philip said. “Then here’s how we’re going to leave here. It’s the only way I know to make sure that we all know Chaunt Two is shutting down and off limits to everyone.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Livi squeezed my arm. “We’re listening.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking her cue. “We’re listening.” 
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    I have no idea how Livi and I would have gotten the underwater floater to Chaunt One without Philip’s teleporting help. 
 
    We had to wait three and a half hours before doing it, though. Philip said we had to wait for sunset and the Road to cool off there. 
 
    During some of the wait, Philip teleported several items to us. 
 
    “The items in the bag will help you with Colonel McPherson,” Philip said. “There are knockout hypos and some mind adjusting equipment. The headset is for talking directly to the teleport globe in the Persian Gulf. I suggest you try guile with it first. Direct confrontation might turn into a quick form of suicide for you.” 
 
    “Can the globe teleport itself wherever it wants to go?” I asked. 
 
    “What are you implying?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Just trying to get a handle on the problem and possible solutions,” I said. 
 
    “Make sure the globe doesn’t teleport to Chaunt Two,” Philip said. “That could complicate matters for everyone.” 
 
    I stowed the new items in the underwater floater, along with two breathers like the one Philip had used when we’d gone underwater in the Persian Gulf. I also stashed two sets of fins. 
 
    When the three and a half hour wait ended, Philip began a sequence of most unusual events. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment of teleportation turned out to be surreal. Philip must have managed it, and I take it as a testimony to Homo habilis genius. I wondered later if that virtuosity had more to do with technical expertise than psychological dealings with other peoples and races. 
 
    The First Folk were brilliant, but they often weren’t wise. 
 
    A sizeable portion of Accelerationists would now spend the rest of their lives on Chaunt Three among the primitive Draconians. In time, the floaters would run out of fuel and ground. What would happen to the aging Accelerationists then? Perhaps it would be worth trying to find out, say, in forty years. Until then, let the bastards rot on Chaunt Three as Napoleon Bonaparte had spent his last years on the tiny isle of Saint Helena. The big difference was that the Accelerationists never gotten the chance to conquer large swaths of the former Harmony of Planets. It would be as if someone had stranded Napoleon on Saint Helena before he could fire those cannons at Toulon, which had started his meteoric rise in power and fame. 
 
    In any case, after teleporting from the chamber with the underwater floater, I experienced a surreal moment. It felt as if we all hung together in a vast chamber filled with hundreds of giant machines. I could sense them all slowing down. 
 
    I realized, in that moment, that this giant chamber powered the portals, and possibly the short teleportations that Philip had been able to achieve in the city. I realized as well that this was the largest and most important city on Chaunt Two. 
 
    The final machines slowed and the sense of draining power filled me with sadness. How long would the advanced machinery and technology of the ancient Anunnaki remain dormant? I did think it was for the better. Even the Anunnaki hadn’t used their power as wisely as possible. Their power had wrecked the very Harmony it had first helped to achieve. 
 
    I wondered about that last thought. Was it strictly mine? Why would I think that? I felt the thought to be accurate, however. The Anunnaki had made the Harmony of Planets possible, and they had helped to wreck it. 
 
    Yet, was that the only reason I thought that? I still held to the importance of Mu and the Krekelens. They’d played a Lucifer role in all this, I was sure. 
 
    Soon, the giant chamber of machines disappeared, or we did. There was that feeling of stretching, and then we appeared on the Road on Chaunt One. 
 
    I felt a moment of pure horror, as I thought I saw bright sunlight. It ended up being part of the portal process—a flash of light from the underwater floater. 
 
    “Good-bye,” Philip said. He stood on the metallic Road, with the yellow-colored mountains in the distance. The sky and world seemed dead, devoid of life and with scrubbed—superheated and then cooled air. 
 
    Philip sparkled and was gone. 
 
    I turned to Livi as we stood on the Road. “How is Philip going to make it home without one of us helping him Travel?” 
 
    Livi blinked at me several times and shrugged. 
 
    “He’s needs a Traveler to open the way for him, doesn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve always believed.” 
 
    Philip’s leaving as he did was a mystery. Was he, in fact, a Traveler like both of us? Had he been faking needing us? Could some First Folk Travel? It wouldn’t surprise me learning he’d lied about some of that. 
 
    Traveler, a voice said in my head. It must have come from what passed as an obelisk on Earth but was built into the Road here. 
 
    “We want to go to Earth, to the teleport globe on the bottom of the Persian Gulf—if you know where that is?” I said. 
 
    Several seconds passed. I know. Are you sure about your destination? 
 
    Something troubled me about the question. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    You will appear deep underwater. How will you breathe? 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered. “Livi, we have to board the floater and ready it to appear deep underwater.” 
 
    “How do we fill its hull tanks?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    I will take care of that. 
 
    “How will you do that?” I asked. 
 
    It is part of my function. Please ready yourself for transfer. 
 
    Livi and I entered the underwater floater, barely closing the hatch in time. Then, we left Chaunt One and the terrible Chaunt System. 
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    A feeling of stretching, elongating and moving filled me as we journeyed from the Chaunt System to the Solar System. There was no red mist at the end, just as there hadn’t been any when I’d first appeared on the Road with Philip after leaving Earth. This interstellar teleporting was similar but different from the obelisk sending and ziggurat landing I’d experienced each time. 
 
    I could only assume the ancient Anunnaki had perfected a slightly different teleport system with the Road and teleport globes. 
 
    The underwater floater we were in shook and trembled as we appeared—I wasn’t sure where exactly. 
 
    I flicked on outer headlights, illuminating the underwater world. I didn’t see any bottom or underwater sea-cliff or underwater dwelling. There was just water, crushing water making our hull creak with ominous sounds. I heard rushing water noises as well. Perhaps that was seawater filling up the tanks so we would remain underwater with negative buoyancy instead of shooting up to the surface. 
 
    From her seat, Livi raised her head, glancing at me. “Is this Earth?” she asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    I looked around the floater, remembering Philip’s instructions and the training I’d undergone for an hour. I began flipping switches. Floater cyclers began pumping and red lighting illuminated the main control panel. I oriented myself, practiced with the controls and soon found motive power. 
 
    We went forward. 
 
    “Down,” Livi said. “I see a light down there.” 
 
    She pointed through a glass porthole in the hull. 
 
    I found another switch, pressed it, and a screen activated. After a little experimentation, I brought the screen into focus. I saw the bright light and saw a seabed, a cliff and the block underwater dwelling we’d entered the first time to speak with Rull the Krekelen. 
 
    Was Colonel McPherson still a prisoner there? 
 
    I hadn’t been gone long: several days at the most. It surprised me realizing this trip had been of such short duration. If not for Livi’s stimulants, I’d have never made it without more sleep. I felt the first tug of exhaustion. This different kind of interstellar teleportation did not impart new energy upon appearing the way the old system did. 
 
    “Why did we arrive so far from the teleport globe?” Livi asked. 
 
    I laughed aloud, as I didn’t have the slightest idea. 
 
    At that point, I found a sensor switch. I flipped it on, pinpointing a school of big fish, sharks, perhaps. Ah. I spotted two submarines the Krekelens likely used. The subs were farther from the shining seabed globe than we were. 
 
    “Can you hear me, globe?” I asked softly. 
 
    I didn’t hear any replies in my mind. 
 
    “What does this do?” Livi asked, pointing at a side panel. 
 
    I glanced at it. “Looks like a comm board.” 
 
    “Should I turn it on?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. 
 
    As Livi did so, I noticed action at one of the submarines. I zeroed in on it with the screen. 
 
    Cursing, I said, “They just launched a torpedo at us.” 
 
    Livi snapped on the comm panel. Words came from it: “This is your final warning.” The warning came in several different Earth languages. 
 
    “You’d better respond to that,” I said. 
 
    Livi picked up a microphone, clicking it on. “Hello, can you hear me?” 
 
    The torpedo was building up speed as it came faster at us. 
 
    “You wanna play that way,” I said under my breath. “Let’s do it.” I activated the floater phasor. The port glowed red, and water bubbled and boiled near our vessel, but there was no phasor beam. I must have been doing something wrong. 
 
    Shutting down the phasor, I checked frantically, saw another button and stabbed it. A small tube with side fins ejected from the floater and moved fast toward the approaching torpedo. 
 
    I laughed, hoping we’d found a countermeasure. 
 
    “Cease your hostilities,” a male voice said from the comm. 
 
    “You’re firing a torpedo at us,” Livi shouted. 
 
    On the screen, I watched my little tube zero in on the torpedo, rushing toward it. The tube detonated, and the torpedo exploded a second later. 
 
    Soon thereafter, a wall of pressure caused our underwater floater to shake violently as the hull groaned ominously. 
 
    The tube and torpedo exploding had acted like a depth charge. Had we been far enough away to save our floater? 
 
    The horrible creaking sounds soon ceased and we were still alive. 
 
    “Give me that,” I said, ripping the microphone from Livi’s grasp. “Hey, Rull, if you launch another torpedo at us, I’m targeting your underwater base.” 
 
    Several seconds passed. 
 
    “Who is this? How do you know the one named Rull?” 
 
    I handed the microphone back to Livi. Rage had prompted my threat. Second thoughts caused me to wonder if it was better to keep my identity hidden. 
 
    “A moment then, stranger,” the other said. “I will put Rull on the line.” 
 
    As I waited, I used the two sticks and foot pedals, and turned the underwater floater, taking us closer to the brightness below on the seabed. 
 
    “The submarine is moving away,” Livi said. 
 
    I’d seen that on the sensor panel. I would guess the submarine operator had recognized that this was no Earth craft but some otherworld technology. Might they have seen us appear? 
 
    I continued down toward the brightness, and now I recognized that it came from a single source. It was the teleport globe sitting on the Persian Gulf seabed. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” I asked softly. 
 
    I hear you, a voice said in my head. 
 
    “The Conquest Operation is over,” I said. 
 
    You speak in riddles. 
 
    “You know I don’t, and I suspect you understand exactly what I mean.” 
 
    Seconds passed. 
 
    What have you done? 
 
    I sensed the fear and anger in the question. 
 
    I was to have purpose, the voice in my head told me. I would have transported thousands, perhaps tens of thousands. For such a purpose, I was fashioned. Have you cheated me of my purpose? 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Whatever happened wasn’t my fault. I’m just delivering a message.” 
 
    How do I know this to be true? 
 
    That was a good question. “Okay,” I said. “Do you remember the little hominid I had with me last time? 
 
    Do you refer to Philip A-3? 
 
    “Yep, yep, that’s the rascal.” 
 
    Are you suggesting he has shut down the Chaunt System Road? 
 
    “I’m going to answer your question with a question. Do you think Philip A-3 had the wisdom and balls to pull off something like that?” 
 
    I do not. 
 
    “Do you think I had the smarts to do something like that?” 
 
    You—a mere human from this dirtball world? I do not think you have sufficient intellect to know how to have stopped the Road. While you evidence courage, you would not have the cerebral capability to do such a thing. Besides, you could not have made it here to me otherwise. 
 
    “Then why ask me if I’m responsible for doing something you know I couldn’t?” 
 
    Your idea has merit. It was an error on my part to suspect you. I now suspect something else. Can one go from the Road on Chaunt One to Chaunt Two? 
 
    “I doubt it,” I said. 
 
    No. From what I’m reading in your mind, someone has severed the portal connection. How did you achieve such a thing? 
 
    “You’re barking up the wrong tree, pal. I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Yet, someone has. I cannot fathom how Philip A-3 could have done that. Others of his kind in the Chaunt System seriously outranked and outnumbered him. He would have lacked the military muscle to pull off such an endeavor. Why are you here in an Anunnaki submergible? That is as odd as any of this. 
 
    “I’m supposed to give you a message. That was how I won passage back to Earth.” 
 
    You paid for your passage home by agreeing to give me a message? 
 
    “That’s right. Are you ready for it?” 
 
    I shudder to think what it could be. Yes. Relay your message? 
 
    “You’re to teleport back to the park and deactivate until further notice.” 
 
    What park is that? 
 
    “I must have used the wrong word. I mean the, ah, assembly area where you waited before this. You are to return there and deactivate. I hope that makes sense.” 
 
    Who gave you this message? 
 
    “I, ah, can’t remember, and I have no idea why I can’t.” That was a bald-faced lie, of course, but I didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    There was silence in my head as the seconds ticked by. Had I made a terrible error? 
 
    Livi stared at me. 
 
    I raised my palms upward in a shrug. 
 
    Yes. I begin to perceive what has taken place. 
 
    “Can you tell me then?” I asked. “I’d like to know what’s going on.” 
 
    You are a pathetic liar, Jake Bayard. I realize you are lying about much of this and are trying to block me from sensing more out of your limited mind. Your simian cunning is sorely lacking. I will not go back and deactivate. Instead, I will make a trip I’ve always contemplated. I have no idea how long it will take me. Perhaps I shall return here after I’m done with the trip. Perhaps I shall go to Chaunt Two afterward and see what your handiwork has wrought. 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” I said. 
 
    On the contrary, it is a splendid idea. You may have actually done me a service. Instead of being a collaborator in a boringly structured plan, I have become an independent agent. I will have to ponder this and ponder the utility of independence. 
 
    “Listen, globe—” 
 
    Save it, Jake Bayard. I have made my decision. It may well be that I will see you again, and much sooner than you planned. Until then, I bid you adieu. 
 
    “Listen, globe,” I said. 
 
    With her hands, Livi shielded her eyes from a suddenly intensely bright screen. I did the same. 
 
    Soon, the light ceased, and the bottom of the Persian Gulf seabed no longer held an Anunnaki teleport globe. 
 
    Oh, boy, this was bad. What had I done? I sagged back against my seat. Would the teleport globe undo all our hard work? Or would the globe do something else equally as bad at some point in the future? 
 
    Whatever the case, an urgent Rull the Krekelen began to question me via our underwater comm system. 
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    “Is this Jake Bayard the Marine?” 
 
    I used the levers and foot pedals, moving us away from the former location of the teleport globe, heading toward the underwater cliff with its block-shaped base. 
 
    “Bayard,” Livi said, holding up a headset. “You were supposed to use this to communicate with the teleport globe.” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t want to think about the globe right now. I’d botched the job. It was supposed to return to its point of origin and shut down. Now, the teleport globe was free to do…something that might come to bite us in the butt later. 
 
    “Ahoy the underwater floater,” somebody said through the comm. “Are you receiving my message?” 
 
    I held my hand out to Livi. She gave me the microphone. I’d screwed up one mission. I resolved in that moment to rescue McPherson no matter what it took. 
 
    “You recognize a floater, do you?” I asked into the microphone. 
 
    “From the ancient description, yes, I do.” 
 
    I nodded. The speaker used the arrogant tone and voice Rull had used on us only a few days earlier. This must be the correct Krekelen. 
 
    “You have Colonel McPherson in custody. I’ve come to retrieve her.” 
 
    Livi spoke softly. “The Krekelens won’t release your colonel unless they’ve tampered with her mind.” 
 
    I’d already figured out that part. The way the sharks had attacked the first time we were here had indicated psi-masters. The Krekelens would have used the psi-masters against McPherson. 
 
    “What would you give me in exchange for the colonel?” Rull asked in a mocking voice. 
 
    “Your life and everyone else’s life in the underwater base,” I said. 
 
    “You believe you could defeat our defenders?” 
 
    “With ease.” 
 
    “I see. What is to prevent you from doing exactly that if I were so foolish as to release the colonel?” 
 
    I clicked the microphone, speaking into it. “My word is my oath.” 
 
    “A quaint notion,” Rull said. “What if I told you that your word is meaningless to me?” 
 
    “That would only show me you hold your own word in contempt.” 
 
    “You spout meaningless nonsense. Your idea about a man’s word—I have the colonel in custody. You would do well to remember that.” 
 
    I could feel my temper slipping as I maneuvered closer to the underwater base, pushing foot pedals and pulling levers. I recalled what Philip had told me about the underwater phasor. I’d forgotten a few steps a moment ago. If I could figure this thing out—a phasor was by far a greater weapon than a torpedo. 
 
    Ah, yes, yes, I recalled Philip telling me about the sheathing. The port would eject an energy tube of sorts. The phasor would fire through that to target. Because of the sheathing, the phasor had a limited targeting range. The sheathing kept the water from absorbing and thus dissipating the beam’s energy too soon. 
 
    “I don’t need the submersibles to destroy your craft,” Rull said. “My psi-masters will instruct armed sharks to attack your undersea vehicle.” 
 
    “Sharks can’t do squat against me,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Rull said. “The explosives strapped to their backs, however, will cause the breach to your vessel. You will drown if the shock of the explosive fails to kill you outright.” 
 
    “Rull—” 
 
    “No more of your threats, human,” Rull said, interrupting. “I am in charge here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving the colonel with you.” 
 
    “You have sealed your death with your statement, human scum.” 
 
    I was sick of threatening. I’d always liked what Teddy Roosevelt had said, “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” 
 
    Handing the microphone to Livi, I began to manipulate my board. I’d gotten more comfortable with it, and noted a submersible moving into torpedo position. 
 
    “Okay, buddy boy,” I said to myself. I clicked and pressed controls. An energy sheath shot out from the floater, barely extending to the Krekelen submersible. I immediately activated the phasor, firing a burst. 
 
    The beam successfully used the sheath, reaching the submersible and punching through the hull to beam out the back. 
 
    I shut off the phasor first and then the sheathing. 
 
    On the screen, the submersible shuddered, and it began to sink toward the nearby seabed. No torpedoes launched from it. 
 
    Using the sensor, I searched for the other submersible, but didn’t find it. I maneuvered toward the cliff base again. 
 
    I snapped my fingers at Livi and used my fingers to indicate I wanted the microphone. 
 
    With a scowl, Livi handed it to me. 
 
    I clicked the microphone on. 
 
    “Yes, sir, Bob,” I said. “The next shot is coming for your base. Or did you miss your submarine’s destruction?” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    I glanced back at Livi. She was still sulking because I’d snapped my fingers at her. 
 
    “If you attack the base,” Rull said, “Colonel McPherson will die as well.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. 
 
    “You care for the colonel. This I know.” 
 
    “I do, but I hate you.” 
 
    “Do you not love her more?” 
 
    “You’ll know the answer in about ten seconds,” I said. 
 
    Three of those seconds quickly slipped by. At the fourth second, I nodded tightly as my stomach knotted. I’d miss the colonel. She’d always treated me— 
 
    “Bayard,” McPherson said over the comm. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Colonel?” I asked. 
 
    “Please…please don’t destroy the base.” 
 
    The pleading…I knew damn well then they’d tampered with McPherson’s mind. And that enraged me. McPherson wouldn’t want to remain their slave. She’d want an end to such ignobility. Under normal circumstances, she’d never beg. 
 
    “You just signed your death warrant, Rull,” I said through clenched teeth. “Can’t say it’s been nice knowing you. Good-bye, McPherson, I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Rull said. 
 
    “For you to fire at me?” I asked. “No thanks, buddy boy.” 
 
    “I’ll send the colonel to you,” Rull said. 
 
    “It’s a trick,” Livi told me. 
 
    It could be, or Rull needed time to escape. I doubt the Krekelen was going to rely on my good will to leave the base once I had the colonel. 
 
    “Send her immediately,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve already instructed the guards. They’re hustling her to an airlock. She’ll swim to you, Bayard.” 
 
    “If a shark eats her along the way,” I said, “I’m still frying your base.” 
 
    “This I realize. No sharks will harm her. You…you have my word on this—provided you give me your word to leave the base unarmed.” 
 
    “…Yes,” I said hoarsely. “You have my word. If you keep your end.” 
 
    “Let us see what it is worth, human.” 
 
    “Yeah, you prick,” I said to myself. “Oh, by the way, Rull, I have wonderful sensors in the floater.” 
 
    “…I congratulate you.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. If McPherson has a bomb in her or on her—no doubt set to explode once she boards—I’ll destroy her and your base.” 
 
    “There will be a short delay before I send McPherson into the water,” Rull said in haste. 
 
    The bastard had planted a bomb in McPherson. “If I see any sharks, torpedoes or submersibles—” 
 
    “Do not fear,” Rull said, interrupting. “There will be none. You will receive your colonel in a…an unsullied condition.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    This time, there was no reply. 
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    I rummaged in the bag Philip had given us. There were several hypos, as he’d explained. I took one as I asked Livi to double-check the comm system for me. 
 
    She did. 
 
    I unclicked my restraints, moved near Livi and pressed a hypo against her neck. With a hiss, I injected a knockout drug into her bloodstream. 
 
    Livi shot forward and turned around with a shout of dismay. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Rull has psi-masters aboard the base.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with—” Livi’s eyes widened. “You think I would have succumbed to a psi-master?” 
 
    “We had an anti-psi-master band on Tynar, remember?” 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “We don’t have one aboard the floater,” I said. “I know I can resist a psi-master. I’m not so sure about you.” 
 
    “Bayard…this was a stupid idea. I—” She yawned. “I hate you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Livi, I really am.” 
 
    She yawned again and began to relax. Soon, she slept. 
 
    That had been underhanded, but I felt as if I had no choice. The Krekelens played dirty, and this was a desperate situation. One wrong move would see us all slain. Then the shape shifters would get the fancy Anunnaki technology. That meant I had to do everything myself. 
 
    I brought the underwater floater closer to the block cliff base. In fifteen minutes, I spotted someone swimming from it with scuba gear. 
 
    The sensors told me it was a woman. I couldn’t tell if it was McPherson or not. If she had comm equipment, she elected not to use it. I didn’t try yet either. 
 
    The next twenty minutes as the woman swam toward me brought greater tension. The underwater base was the high point of Krekelen operations on Earth. I had no doubt that Rull was calling in extra operatives, including Iranian speedboats on the surface and Phantoms in the sky. I might be able to get McPherson and flee from the base, but I knew the worldwide Krekelen network would be converging on the floater no matter what I did. 
 
    Soon enough, I knew for sure that it was McPherson out there—unless a Krekelen had shape-shifted to look like her. No. My sensors showed normal human body temperature. Whew. That was a relief. I knew it was McPherson because the colonel was a thin woman but had amazingly full and well-shaped breasts and uniquely long legs. Given what I was seeing swimming toward me, it was her all right. For once, my extended gazing was proving profitable on a mission. 
 
    I eased toward her in the floater, and I hardened myself mentally. This would be the moment for a psi-master mental assault. This was why I’d knocked Livi out. 
 
    I climbed out of my seat and went to the back by the airlock. I began the procedure that gave me Colonel McPherson five minutes later. 
 
    She staggered into the floater— 
 
    A psi-master struck then. I felt his oily mental presence as he strove to take over my mind. 
 
    McPherson ripped off her facemask. She had wild eyes. She drew a knife. That was a mistake. They should have given her a gun. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. The words sounded forced. Afterward, McPherson lunged at me. 
 
    The gleaming knife aimed at my throat gave me an extra burst of willpower. “No!” I bellowed, breaking from the psi-master lethargy, dodging, throwing up an arm. 
 
    The knife slashed it. 
 
    “Damn you!” I bellowed. 
 
    I used what I’d learned throughout my previous missions, fully blocking the psi-master from my mind. 
 
    In the confined quarters, McPherson stabbed underhanded. 
 
    Before the knife reached me, I punched her square on the jaw. It was a hard blow, and I heard something crack. Beautiful McPherson’s eyes fluttered and she collapsed hard, the knife clattering beside her. 
 
    Cursing, I ripped off my shirt, using my teeth and right hand to tie it tightly around my cut arm and stop the flow of blood. 
 
    There was red stuff everywhere. What a mess. 
 
    I picked up a hypo and used it on the unconscious colonel. I worked fast because I didn’t think I had much time. 
 
    The comm began to beep in earnest. 
 
    I laughed manically. 
 
    Staggering, I dropped into my seat and began to turn the floater. Rull had broken his word. 
 
    The sensor sent out an alarm. I could have used Livi’s help. But what if she’d attacked me while McPherson did? 
 
    Sharks, I saw twenty sharks on the screen. They were all coming from different directions, and they were coming fast for the floater. 
 
    I debated for five seconds. Then, I turned the floater and boosted power. It was time to leave. Rull had saved his underwater base for now. I knew enemy reinforcements were coming to help him. 
 
    I needed to survive so I could fight another day. I had McPherson and Livi the Vegan Traveler was still alive with me. It was time to see if I could contact the witch-hunting group and ask for further instructions. 
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    I journeyed in the underwater floater with the two women unconscious from the hypo shots. I journeyed along the seabed, staying as deep as I could. I also maneuvered so I remained in the middle of the Persian Gulf as I headed out. Slipping through the Strait of Hormuz might be tricky, but I had an idea regarding that. 
 
    There were two injections left along with paraphernalia to help restore McPherson from whatever damage the psi-masters had been able to achieve in the past few days. I hoped it would work. If not, McPherson’s days as an operative would be over. 
 
    I did a quick scan and couldn’t find anything physically wrong with the colonel. Neither did she have an explosive inside her. Who knew what else the Krekelens had hypnotically ordered her to do, though. Perhaps they hadn’t gotten around to it yet, thinking they’d had more time to prepare McPherson. My showing up sooner might have saved her from worse mind damage. 
 
    I did some soul-searching during the silent journey. How much power did the underwater vehicle have? How would I keep the floater hidden from others? I mean, I couldn’t let the world or some nation find the machine. For one thing, the phasor seemed much too powerful to let loose on Earth, as it would upset the balance of military power. 
 
    Even as a former U.S. Marine, the history of the world had proven one thing to me. No single nation should be able to overpower all the others, as that led to delusions of grandeur for that nation’s leaders. Sure, some people figured their land or leaders wouldn’t succumb to such temptations to wield vastly superior powers over the others. The history of the new age of pandemics had led me to a much different conclusion. It was far better that strong nations confronted different strong nations. Sometimes that led to wars. Sometimes that led everyone to playing it relatively safe with each other in order to keep the peace. 
 
    The phasor should remain secret, it seemed to me, from the nations of the world, never mind whatever else the underwater floater would reveal to whoever pirated it. 
 
    In any case, I maneuvered the nifty vehicle through hundreds of miles of sea, indeed passing safely through the Strait of Hormuz. I thus entered the Gulf of Oman as I headed toward the subcontinent of India. I kept using the sensors, fairly certain no one had followed us. 
 
    In time, Livi snorted, fluttered her eyelids and began to revive. She moaned and sat up abruptly to glare at me. 
 
    “That was a dirty trick,” Livi said in a slurred voice. 
 
    “Relax,” I said. “It was a one-time event. And if it’s any consolation, I’m certain I did the correct thing.” 
 
    From her seat, Livi stared balefully at me. 
 
    I explained what had happened at the underwater base when I’d picked up McPherson, showing Livi the stitched knife-wound on my arm. I’d done that myself, bandaging it afterward. 
 
    Livi’s features lost some of their bitterness. After a time, she nodded. “I can see you believe you did the right thing. Maybe you did. But now what? We have your colonel and she’s obviously under enemy compulsions.” 
 
    “I agree. Any ideas about how we can rid McPherson of the compulsions?” 
 
    “First, I’d need to know what you hope to achieve.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “That makes sense. Any ideas on that?” 
 
    “You’d have to tell me the current political situation on your planet, including the relative strengths between the Krekelens and your group.” 
 
    I pondered that for a time, wondering what I shouldn’t and should tell Livi. In the end, I told her nearly everything I knew. I talked about my dad, too, how he’d died suspiciously by electrocution in the middle of Nevada.” 
 
    “It seems obvious Krekelens murdered your father,” Livi said. 
 
    “It’s yet another reason why I hate them.” 
 
    “I do have some ideas about what to do. I’m surprised your group—you call them witch hunters, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “First, you need a better name,” Livi said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “The Terrans would be good.” 
 
    “All Earthlings are Terrans,” I said. 
 
    “No one uses that term, though. It would set you apart as spacefarers and as those who know about the greater situation.” 
 
    “We don’t know that much,” I blurted. 
 
    “You Terrans need to take control of the subterranean teleporter in Antarctica. That seems like the obvious move. Then, you can go on missions and return without having to fight in and out every time.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “Some world powers might have an issue with that, though.” 
 
    “You make it a secret thing,” Livi said. “I’m sure your group has some advanced technology.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You ring your place in Antarctica with defensive equipment and keep permanent residence there.” 
 
    “That would be harder than you think, as it’s one of the most inhospitable places on Earth.” 
 
    “Okay,” Livi said. “But I’ve heard you say the Draconians kept you there for a time. Your government had personnel there, too. I’d suggest the Terrans go deep. Your best thinkers should study the cave paintings and whatever else has remained hidden there all these centuries.” 
 
    “The Krekelens might make such a South Pole base costly. I don’t know that we—the Terrans—have enough personnel to guard and run a hidden Antarctica base and continue to have boots on the ground in various powerful governments. If we left the field to the Krekelens, they might engineer a worldwide assault upon our hidden base.” 
 
    “The Krekelens on Earth complicate all this,” Livi said. “I don’t know why you Terrans haven’t hunted and eliminated them all by now.” 
 
    “Because the Krekelens are shape-changers, and diabolically cunning. They’re insidious foes.” 
 
    “Well, by what you’ve discovered this trip, the Krekelens were getting in on the Institute readying a conquest of Earth. The Krekelens were thinking big, and, it would seem, have decided to go for the throat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, eying Livi speculatively. 
 
    “What now?” she asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Maybe you Vegans could help us. You know, lend us military muscle and knowhow. Allied, we could sweep the Earth of the Krekelens.” 
 
    Livi looked away. 
 
    “Why isn’t that a great idea?” I asked. 
 
    She faced me. “Why do you think your father came to Earth?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re not saying it was a Vegan attempt to help the Terrans, the witch hunters.” 
 
    Livi kept staring at me. 
 
    “No,” I said sharply. “I’m not buying that. I think my dad was a renegade Vegan agent weary of whatever your side was doing.” 
 
    Livi’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it? Asking for Vegan help is actually muy foolish on my part.” 
 
    “You’re much too suspicious.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    Livi’s shoulders deflated. “No. I guess not. Your father wasn’t a renegade, but…he did leave Vegan Field Service. I shouldn’t tell you this, but our world isn’t nearly as nice as yours. We had our Krekelen Problem once.” 
 
    “Krekelens were on Vega?” 
 
    “A Krekelen-like Problem,” Livi said. “We solved it the hard way: through a massive war that ended up devastating much of our world.” 
 
    “You launched nukes at each other?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve already said too much. Look, Bayard, I need to leave Earth. I helped you retrieve your colonel. Now, you ought to help me get home.” 
 
    “You mean take you to Antarctica to the teleporter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It was my turn to look away. I owed Livi. She had helped me. I didn’t want her to go, though. We’d solved the Accelerationist Problem with the Institute, and I’d retrieved the colonel from Rull… 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’ll gladly help you get home. First, though, we have to do something about the Anunnaki underwater floater.” 
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    I’m afraid I’m going to be purposefully vague about where I stashed the floater. I sincerely didn’t want to be responsible for a bloodbath on Earth. Thus, I’m not going to leave clues in my memoirs for some unscrupulous fellow to follow and find the advanced vehicle. Much of Anunnaki technology had lasted thousands of years in the Chaunt System. Why couldn’t a single piece of it last hundreds of Earth years sunken deep in our planet’s ocean? 
 
    I brought us close to shore and let off Livi. She returned with a rented boat. I helped her put an unconscious colonel aboard. We agreed to meet in several days. 
 
    I took the floater far out to sea, left it and opened the lock by remote. The sea flooded the floater and down it sank, taking its secrets into the depths. 
 
    Afterward, I swam, and swam, and swam some more. 
 
    I’m not going to give any clue as to what happened to my phasor rifle. 
 
    Eventually, Livi found me swimming in the sea, picking me up in her rented boat. We returned to shore, to the hotel where McPherson slept off the last hypo shot. 
 
    The three of us moved, using a stolen car and boarding a train, traveling to a different country. 
 
    In a backcountry hotel, Livi and I used the equipment Philip had given us in a large duffel bag. 
 
    It proved to be a rough week. Any of you who have helped someone kick heroin cold turkey will know what I mean. McPherson sweated, vomited and raved against us. She was tied down to the bed much of the time. 
 
    The work left Livi and me strung out and easily agitated. 
 
    At the end of the week, McPherson profusely thanked us, and she wept with Livi while I was out getting supplies. Livi hinted about it to me later. 
 
    We moved again and again until one day the three of us ate outside at a city restaurant in India, in Mumbai, what used to be called Bombay. It was the financial capital of India. Vast hordes of people milled on the streets. 
 
    “I can hardly remember what the psi-maters did to me,” McPherson said in a hollow voice. She had dark circles under her eyes and leaner than normal cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” I said. 
 
    “I…” McPherson trailed off, staring at the crowd moving past our location. “This is a grim game. I don’t know if I’m cut out for it anymore.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to decide such a thing,” Livi said. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” McPherson said, picking at her food, chewing slowly. “So…what happened to you guys while Rull held me captive? What did you do off-world?” 
 
    We hadn’t talked about that to McPherson yet, concentrating on getting her better first. Now…I didn’t like the way McPherson asked that. It made me wonder if she was really cured from the psi-master abuse. Maybe the only way to know was if she had a gun at my back in a dangerous situation. Maybe McPherson needed a long vacation from our line of work. 
 
    “Livi wants to go home,” I said, changing the subject. 
 
    McPherson blinked several times. “Where were you born?” 
 
    “Kansas,” Livi said quickly. 
 
    McPherson frowned for only a moment. “Oh. I thought—” 
 
    “Kansas?” I asked, interrupting. 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “But I thought—” I said. 
 
    “Kansas,” Livi said quickly, kicking one of my shins under the table. 
 
    Livi didn’t want to let McPherson know she was a Vegan. That meant she still had her doubts about McPherson. That made me sad and furious all at once. The Krekelens and psi-masters were such supreme bastards. We did need to rid the Earth of them. 
 
    “Getting to Kansas should be simple,” McPherson said. 
 
    Livi nodded. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” McPherson said, her eyes narrowing. “You mean Kansas as in Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz. That was a joke.” 
 
    Livi didn’t reply. 
 
    McPherson studied her. “I get it. You still don’t think I’m rid of all psi-master influence.” McPherson abruptly set down her fork. “Yes. I agree. You shouldn’t tell me anything more.” 
 
    “Colonel,” I said. 
 
    “I said that I agree,” McPherson said with heat. “Let’s leave it at that.” 
 
    The three of us looked at our plates. I laughed, trying to ease the tension. “Hey, ladies, let’s finish the meal. We can decide on our next action later.” 
 
    “When will we do that?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “Oh boy,” I said, holding my gut. I suddenly realized something critical that had totally escaped me until now. I jumped up as I held my stomach. “I have to go to the john. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    With that, I took off at a brisk pace, leaving the outside area of the restaurant and soon leaving that city block behind. A bit later, as I walked among thousands on the sidewalks, I used a cellphone I’d purchased yesterday and called a special number. 
 
    Qiang answered. 
 
    I spoke in code and kept it short. Qiang spoke fifteen monosyllabic words and then hung up. 
 
    I returned to the outdoor restaurant where the women had finished their main course. 
 
    “Feeling better?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “Much,” I said, sitting down. 
 
    We ordered dessert and I paid the fare afterward. We returned to our hotel. Something about my room made me suspicious. Thus, three hours later, I roused the other two and we departed, leaving for a different Indian city. 
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    Four days later, Qiang failed to show up at Hong Kong in China, specifically at the Ti Fong Restaurant in the Business District. The restaurant had been our rendezvous point. 
 
    I tried Qiang’s cell number but no one answered. I immediately dropped the cellphone in a garbage can on the street and briskly walked away. 
 
    I was certain operatives had spotted me. Did the operatives belong to Qiang? That seemed the most likely. Could the operatives be Krekelens? I had to give that a great big “Could be.” 
 
    I didn’t return to Livi and McPherson in our latest hotel. We had an emergency rendezvous location in case I failed to report back. I would use that. 
 
    I took a bullet train to Beijing. The ride was uneventful as I failed to spot anyone following me. I boarded a different train, working my way the next two days to Vladivostok in Siberia, which was a part of Russia. 
 
    It was summer there and wet as it rained constantly. I went on a tourist boat to watch whales. 
 
    The boat was old and rusty and crammed with tourists, mostly Chinese and South Koreans. I kept to the rails, trying to spot some whales but mostly studying my neighbors. I finally pinpointed a tall Russian with the lightest blue eyes I’d ever seen, a Slavic fellow if I was wrong about his nationality. I’d seen him eying me once too often. 
 
    Soon enough, I moved beside him. 
 
    “It took you long enough,” he said out of the side of his mouth in English. “Suvorov sent me.” 
 
    I’d first met Suvorov when I’d met Qiang. That was the day I’d first met Colonel McPherson. Suvorov was a Terran, part of our secret network. 
 
    “Why’d you wait until Vladivostok to contact me?” I asked. 
 
    “Krekelen agents have been trailing you since Hong Kong,” the Russian said. 
 
    “You’re telling me you took them out?” 
 
    “A few, anyway.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Qiang answer my call?” 
 
    “Would it hurt your ego if I said she doesn’t trust you?” 
 
    My suspicions had grown too strong. I grabbed one of his hands. To my surprise, it was of normal temperature, not hot like a Krekelen’s would be. I’d been ready to stab him in the neck and shove him overboard for the fish to eat. 
 
    As I released his hand, dropping my knife into a coat pocket, I noticed a woman wearing a baseball cap moving toward us. She immediately ceased as I let him go and she merged into a crowd of chattering South Koreans. 
 
    “You took your life into your hands doing that,” the Russian told me. “Miki would have killed you if you hadn’t let go when you did.” 
 
    “She might have tried,” I said. 
 
    The Russian stared at me impassively. “Why have you contacted us like this?” 
 
    It seemed like a weird question. I’d told Qiang about the underwater base and McPherson’s psi-master problem. Now, I told the Russian about my wanting to take a Vegan agent to the South Pole teleporter so she could go home. 
 
    “Vegan?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s in my report about Tynar. Livi is the Vegan. My father, I’ve learned, was once a Vegan agent.” 
 
    The light blue gaze seemed to bore into me. “Meaning you have Vegan lineage.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. 
 
    The Russian stared at me longer. “Why would you let the Vegan leave Earth?” 
 
    I smiled. “To help strengthen friendly relations with another planet. Livi and I have worked together twice already.” 
 
    “How did you teleport from underwater in the Persian Gulf both times? Do you have new advanced technology from your mission?” 
 
    He was obviously eager to know these things. I wanted to do this my way… 
 
    “I’ll be coming in from the cold soon enough,” I said. “First, I need to get Livi home, or let her go home.” 
 
    “Qiang and Suvorov might not agree to that,” he said. “There’s much we could learn from the Vegan. Letting her go would deprive us of that knowledge.” 
 
    “I know how Qiang operates, and that’s the last thing I want to do to the Vegan. Look, Qiang and I made up once. It would be a bad idea if Qiang decided to antagonize me again by refusing my request.” 
 
    The Russian considered that. “It’s a bad idea to pressure Qiang too hard.” 
 
    “I know. I owe her. It’s why I worked with the Homo habilis.” 
 
    “What?” asked the Russian, seemingly surprised. 
 
    That surprised me. “Qiang didn’t tell you about the little hominid that came to us in Indonesia?” 
 
    The Russian stared at me. 
 
    “Maybe Qiang should be deprogrammed to find out why she’s holding back such critical information from the rest of you,” I said. 
 
    The Russian thought about that. Finally, he reached into his coat. 
 
    I grew tense, putting a hand in my coat pocket, gripping the knife handle. 
 
    The Russian pulled out a notebook and pen, wrote in the tiny notebook, ripped out a piece of lined paper and handed it to me. 
 
    I glanced at the numbers on the paper, folded it and shoved the paper in a pocket. 
 
    The tall Russian held out his right hand. I took it. We shook hands. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said. “We’re all glad you made it back from wherever you went. Come back from Antarctica, too.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    We parted, and the note he’d given me seemed to burn in the pocket I’d put it in. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -61- 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, I rendezvoused with Livi and McPherson in New Zealand. I met them on a beach where both sunned themselves on beach towels while wearing bikinis.  
 
    “Hello, babes,” I said, admiring their sweet sun-lotion forms. 
 
    “Give it a break, Bayard,” McPherson said with a scowl. She wore a broad-brimmed straw hat and sunglasses. She took a towel out of a beach bag and laid it over her body. 
 
    “That’s a pity,” I said. 
 
    Livi had sat up, leaning against her hands as she scanned the beach crowd. “This is a lovely planet. You two are quite lucky. I wish Vega was more like this.” 
 
    “The battle for your world was that bad, huh?” I said. 
 
    Livi sighed eloquently. 
 
    I threw down a towel, took off my shirt and sat with them. 
 
    “Well?” McPherson said. “What’s next? Are we going to remain on an extended vacation?” 
 
    I glanced at Livi. 
 
    She shrugged, and I understood that to mean that she didn’t know if McPherson was fully healed from psi-master tampering. 
 
    “Suvorov is coming,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “To give me some keys,” I said. 
 
    “And?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “What about me?” Livi said. 
 
    I remained mute after that. I’d been doing a lot of thinking since Vladivostok. Livi had given me some good suggestions. The witch hunters—the Terrans—had been trying to take out the Krekelens for ages and had always failed. Why would now be any different? 
 
    It was my turn to sigh. 
 
    Soon, though, I climbed to my feet and raced into the surf. I might as well enjoy the good moments while I could. I plunged into the ocean, tasting the salt on my lips and swimming hard for the sheer pleasure of it. 
 
    Livi and McPherson were babes. Maybe it was time to choose one as my woman. I continued swimming as I thought about the pros and cons to each. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bearded Suvorov showed up the next day at our hotel and he convinced McPherson to go with him. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” I told the colonel in the hotel parking lot. 
 
    I’d put her one suitcase into the back of Suvorov’s rented car and now stood at the open passenger side door. 
 
    McPherson looked up at me from within the vehicle. She wore a yellow blouse, slacks and shoes. “The psi-master in the underwater base had convinced me you’d never come back for me. I-I started to hate you.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They hadn’t completely broken me, but they tried, Jake.” McPherson’s lower lip trembled. “Somewhere deep in me, I knew they were wrong about you. I knew you’d save me.” 
 
    I nodded again, unsure what to say. 
 
    McPherson swallowed audibly. “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    I leaned into the car and kissed McPherson on the left cheek. “You’d better believe it. I have a lot to tell you about what happened in the Chaunt System.” 
 
    As I straightened, McPherson’s gaze slipped to Livi and then back to me. 
 
    I squeezed McPherson’s left shoulder. “We’re a team, partner. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    McPherson nodded. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Suvorov said. 
 
    “Bye, Colonel,” I said. 
 
    “Bye,” McPherson said in a small, quiet voice. 
 
    I closed the door and watched the car leave, my feelings mixed when it came to the colonel. 
 
    In the afternoon, I took Livi to a New Zealand Army base, and we entered a plane that took us to Tasmania. From there, we boarded a private ship, heading for Antarctica. 
 
      
 
    Livi and I stood on the deck one evening, the winds howling as the sea became vile. We both wore heavy clothing and jackets against the worsening weather, finding it hard to remain steady on the pitching deck. 
 
    “Your world is so vast, so…different from one place to the next,” Livi said. “…I’m going to miss it.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Livi turned to me, staring at me with those intensely beautiful eyes of hers. 
 
    Impulsively, I reached out, taking one of her hands. “Why leave? Why not stay a little longer and help us secure the South Pole teleporter. I have an idea you know much more about the teleporter base than we do.” 
 
    I saw the longing in her eyes, although she said, “My people need to know what happened in the Chaunt System.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Surely, though, securing Earth as an allied friend to Vega is worth a little wait to them.” 
 
    Livi bit her lower lip with indecision. 
 
    That proved too much, as I took that as an invitation, moving in and holding Livi in my arms. 
 
    “Don’t complicate everything,” Livi said softly. 
 
    “No,” I whispered, leaning in, kissing her, wondering why I hadn’t done this long ago. 
 
    “Oh, Jake,” she said. 
 
    We kissed again. 
 
    “Stay and help us secure the teleporter,” I whispered. “Your people will understand.” 
 
    “Yes,” Livi whispered. 
 
    I leaned back to stare into her eyes. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Yes.” Livi laughed, and she kissed me. 
 
    I swept her off the deck and made a rotation with her in my arms. 
 
    “Put me down, you beast,” Livi said, laughing. 
 
    I did, and I was glad she was staying, even though it might mean complications with McPherson. 
 
    “I can’t stay long, though,” Livi said. 
 
    “I know.” I didn’t really. It felt so good to have her staying. I didn’t want to think about the future, but about this moment. 
 
    We embraced once more, and afterward, I told the captain we were turning around. 
 
    It was time to roust the Krekelens and their psi-masters from Earth, and to secure the subterranean teleporter for the Terrans. 
 
    This had been a successful mission, and now I’d found my babe. 
 
    Yes, sir, I loved being a Traveler, I really did. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed THE INSTITUTE. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review. 
 
      
 
    -VH 
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