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CHAPTER 1

Alex’s bloodshot eyes scanned the bustling megapolis splayed out before him that was New Domain. Smog filtered the sun’s rays and cast a dirty, orange haze across the stratoscrapers and sky traffic. The view, especially this high up from the hospital window, transfixed him; like staring into a gigantic aquarium.
So tired.
His body was numb from weeks with little sleep, but the numbness ran deeper than that. This exhaustion was one of the toxic side effects from his life as a Journeyman; that is, he often found himself displaced from reality. Just a third-party voyeur into his own strange circumstance.
An electronic whir snapped him back and he turned from the view portal. He hadn’t even heard Dr. Phineas Blehnt return, but there he was now stooped over the holographic medical display as it flickered in time with a body scan. Beneath the image, resting easily in her hospital pod, lay Alex’s fiancé, Valerie. This room had been their home for the past three sleepless weeks.
The bio-scan analyzed subcutaneously, so what actually rotated before Alex and the Doctor was a visual construct of Valerie’s inner viscera. Real time blood maps flowed up one side and down the other on her digital anatomy. In the dim overhead light, the image cast a bluish glow about the room.
“All right,” grunted Dr. Blehnt, sliding a fader bar to 100% on the touchpad. “The diagnosis has been activated, now we’ll see if there’s been any further metastasizing.”
Alex watched the old man work. He was ancient. Alex could see the yellow glow in the left eye as it caught the light. Cyberbionic. Probably half of his body had been artificially upgraded. His arms and hands were, Alex could tell from the hairless silicone that passed for skin. He had brain implants, too. You could just make out the LED patch behind the left ear where his hair thinned.
Wasn’t there anyone else that could be called on? Preferably someone who wasn’t dependent on techno crutches to perform? As the Journeymen learned the hard way back in Time-5, “a machine heart soon becomes a machine mind.”
Time-5. This chronic syndrome never would have surfaced in the Earth of that time stream. As intergalactic war had fueled Time-1 and oceanic colonization fueled Time-4, so physical development fueled Time-5. That’s why overcrowding was that day’s big social concern, nobody died. Near perfect health had been achieved through medical breakthroughs and controlled breeding. If it hadn’t been for accidents and routine executions of the weak and underachievers, there would’ve been very little turnover.
A hiss from the Doctor interrupted Alex’s reverie. “It’s spread to cardiovascular,” Dr. Blehnt seethed, punching some data into the scanner.
Alex shifted his attention to the hologram and saw, one by one, different organs changing from the static blue haze to a blaring red hue as the analysis concluded.
“What is—“
“Not now,” the Doctor cut him off, brushing past him on his way to the large view portal. With a hand wave, the city view dissolved into a half-dozen smaller modules, each filled with data specs and notes and vitals on Valerie.
Two short beeps announced an incoming transmission and Dr. Blehnt touched that module to bring it up full. A texted chiron on the lower left of the screen identified the young lady as “Dr. Yolanda Jansen, Experimental Oncology, Brig-Matteson Hospital Systems.”
“I’ve been watching the holo-analysis,” Dr. Jansen began. “It confirms my team’s research. The symptoms Miss Grayson exhibits match - all the way to subatomic - with xTynt449 Mintomix.”
Alex perked up at this news. He didn’t understand the medical jargon, but he was happy after all these weeks to finally have some sort of diagnosis at least. Alex studied Dr. Jansen for a clue as to whether this was good or bad news but it was no use. Her features were cold and unrevealing.
Great, Val’s life is at stake and her future is in the hands of two robots.
“How did you find it?” Dr. Blehnt asked, touching the corner window to unpack an information node. Research details expanded across the whole wall. “No one else has been able to nail anything down. Not even the Sigma team.”
“I’m aware,” Dr. Jansen replied. “The HSA upgrade is too recent. We dug into the older BetaSyne IV program at the University.”
“BetaSyne IV,” Dr. Blehnt whistled, “that database is a dinosaur.”
Alex, who had done his own research, chimed in, “So, just give her a sonic booster and let’s go.”
“This is way beyond sonic boosters, Alex,” Dr. Jansen said. “According to the limited data we have on xT449, it has been sanctioned as an extinct contagion for a thousand years now. There hasn’t been a single case of it in almost a millenium.”
“Until now,” Alex said.
“Still,” Dr. Jansen said, “it doesn’t explain why Valerie is the only scientist from her entire microbiology unit showing symptoms.”
“I mean, she was the only one in the whole group that volunteered to dissect the worms they found,” Alex explained.
“Curious,” the Doctor replied, studying the wall of data. “This says the nematodes - or worms as you call them - originated in the Mars biosphere project in its simulated rain forests.”
“Yes,” Dr. Jansen added, “but that was abandoned 700 years ago and they stopped shipping Tetakadine enzymes back to earth. There hasn’t been a cure since then.”
“Well,” Alex shrugged, “Everyone knows Generex has freighters going by there all the time. They can pick up the necessary ingredients on the way back to Earth.”
“It’s not like stopping by the grocery store. Look, we’re already working out an arrangement with Generex,” Jansen sighed, “but, even if the jungles are still active, that could take time, manpower, and resources that we can’t afford.”
“We’re talking about a life here,” Alex said evenly.
“Yes, and we’re talking about an opportunity.”
“Excuse me?” Alex couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“A foreign syndrome that resurfaces like this after 1000 years,” Dr. Janson continued, “can provide invaluable data to our researchers and spark all sorts of new discoveries. Look at her right arm. Isn’t it true that the subject crushed an iron bar with her bare hand?”
It was true. Alex looked at Valerie’s right arm. Spiderwebbed across it like some sort of techno tattoo were greenish vines all the way to her fingertips. When he first brought her to the hospital she’d collapsed and grabbed at the closest thing to her and crumpled a hand rail like it was a tin can. She was frail and weak, but her arm was freakishly strong.
“Ah,” Alex said. “Military opportunities, you mean. Either way, Valerie becomes a lab experiment and I’m out a fiancé, am I understanding the plan correctly?”
Dr. Blehnt rested his artificial hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Listen, Alex, we’re working out every option here. That doesn’t mean we’re giving up on Valerie. Not while there may be a chance to save her.”
Clichés. Alex used to arm himself with them and rain them out by the handful. Platitudes. Useful only for the dispenser, but to everyone else it was so much cotton candy; all sugar, no substance.
Alex had changed so much since Time-1. Not by choice, by desperation. Evolve or die. Since then, the Earth had been re-booted ten times. Ten different space-time folds caused by ten time-travel singularities. In all, he’d lost four wives, eleven children and more friends than he could recall. That was the curse of the Journeymen. The remembering. To everyone else, this world was the way it had always and would ever be. But to the Journeymen, they remembered each and every one of those alternate Earths. Family after family had been torn from them and he refused to lose Valerie now.
The Doc looked over the hologram, turning it and zooming into particular areas. “Of course, if we act quickly, we can replace these infected organs and tissues autonetically. And still keep the older tissue for R&D.”
Alex followed the Doctor’s gaze to Valerie’s luminescent body-double. That would mean over half of her body, including one-third of her brain, would be bio-mech dependent.
“No,” Alex said firmly. “I want a wife, not Bride of Frankenstein.”
The Doctor stiffened. Alex could see he’d struck a nerve. Dr. Blehnt opened his mouth to speak.
“Alex,” Dr. Jansen calmly interrupted, “that may be her only chance at life. Now, her records show that she is unmarried.”
“For now, yeah, so…?” Alex eyed her carefully. He didn’t like the new tone.
“So, in short order, you do not have legal authority in this area. The State, not you will decide what is in her best interest.”
“Blaa flynckshen ga slavyl,” Alex muttered under his breath, seething. He felt so helpless. The State could in fact step in and do whatever they wanted. It was a helluva system. He clenched his fist and turned back to Valerie. “Doctor, I’d like a moment with your lab rat if the State has no objections.”
“Doctor,” Dr. Jansen said, and with a gesture to her keypad, signed off.
The wall-screen reverted back to the city view, leaving Dr. Jansen’s smug face etched in the back of Alex’s mind. Dr. Blehnt said something about checking back later, and walked out.
Alex walked over to the hologram still rotating before him; the overwhelmingly red image coupled with Dr. Jansen’s threat made his blood boil. He slammed his fist down on a flashing button on the datapad and the hologram blinked out of sight. Moving to the padded seat at the bedside, he rested his forehead against Valerie’s quarantine chamber. He exhaled and his breath fogged the cool glass. He put a hand into the access portal and a thin membrane encircled his arm, allowing him to touch her hand; to feel her warmth without risking exposure to the Martian worm virus or whatever it was.
Sigh. They wouldn’t understand. They couldn’t possibly understand. If they could only remember back to Time-3 as he could, they would understand. Back then, artificial upgrades had started out as critical health options, restoring limbs, organs; purely benevolent. The cyberneering worked so well, though, as prices dropped, people soon began to replace perfectly good body parts for superior robotics. The fad had spread like a wild-fire. At the point he had entered the time-stream, he himself was 80% synth, but he’d resisted the pressures to get brain implants.
One year later, all those who had not been as cautious had been overpowered by a sleeper virus. The Fushinagi Syndicate. They rose up. An army of synth puppets which began their bloody trek to world domination. United under a shadow leader who called them his Perfect Artificial Race. The PARs were virtually unstoppable.
Luckily someone experimenting with time travel achieved the technological singularity, time-shifted and that was the end of the Perfect Artificial Race. Earth rebooted and Time-6 began.
“Alex,” came a weak voice beside him.
“I’m here, Val,” he leaned in closer. “Can I get you anything?”
“No,” she said, intertwining their fingers, careful not to squeeze. “I’m all right. I, I heard the doctors…”
“Morons! They don’t know anything.”
Alex saw the concerned look on Valerie’s face and softened. Now wasn’t the time to lose control. He had to be Valerie’s strength. “I just think they could be doing more,” he continued. “But they’re so set on bio-meds. It’s their answer for everything. I just… they’re headed in the wrong direction with this.”
Valerie smiled. “Well, look who knows more than all the Doctors and Scientists! Come on, Alex, let them do their job.”
Alex didn’t want to belabor the point with her, so he conceded. She needed to save her energy, anyway. He had never told her that he was a Journeyman. He’d never brought up the time-shifts and Earth’s proper history. Not that he was hiding it, he wanted her to know everything, the timing just never was quite right. With his other hand he played with a loose strand of her hair.
“Listen, I don’t know why they’re even discussing robotics.” He traced his finger along the green vines on her skin. “I like your new gang tattoo and your super-villain karate-chop action.”
She laughed, sputtered and then coughed a deep, throaty cough. Alex’s smile faded. Who was he kidding? She was out of time. Out of options. The thought of losing her made his heart ache. His feeble smile couldn’t mask his darkest fears.
“Listen, this has been hard for both of us,” Valerie said, finally. “You’ve been here with me for weeks straight and you’re all tense…”
“I’m not—“
She put her hand over his tightly wadded fist.
“You are. Go home, Alex. Get some rest, some decent food and for God’s sake please shower; then come back tomorrow first thing to me. I promise not to go anywhere or start shooting lasers out of my eyeballs without you,” Valerie soothed.
She smiled that smile and, again, Alex conceded. She raised her hand to the glass where his face was, even though he couldn’t feel it.
“I love you,” he said and kissed the glass. She pressed her fingers to the lip marks.
“I love you! Hurry back.”
Alex scooped up the small travel pack he had thrown together weeks ago and headed for the door. He stopped briefly in the doorway and looked back. Valerie had picked up a remote and triggered a morphine boost. The effects were instant as she closed her eyes to drift back into sleep.





Alex reached the elevator, a torrent of unanswered questions ravaging his mind. Once inside he mumbled, “Hover Deck 5.” As the room ascended, he fastened his bio-mask into place which covered the lower half of his face. It activated automatically and the filtered air instantly became sweeter.
Anger and sorrow waged a tug of war with his heart. Alex had to fight hard to keep centered because he was deliriously overdrawn emotionally; he reminded himself over and over that everything could be okay.
As the doors whisked open, the glare from the afternoon sun smacked his face triggering his tactical inner lids; a protective layer that covered both eyes with a silvery shield. The afternoon heat was a thick wall that he slammed into headlong as he exited the coolness of the small chamber. Walking onto the deck, he acknowledged the sweating couple waiting to enter and slowly made his way to his hover car. Not everyone could afford the thermo-vests like he could which already began to cool his core.
A loud persistent noise filled the air. Alex didn’t even have to turn to identify Generex’s array of cooling towers twenty-eight stories tall. Luckily, as noisy as they were, the city only had to run them a few hours a day to keep the city atmosphere pure enough for human inhalation; that is, if you trusted the State’s emissions standards. Here in Time-11, even the atmosphere was dependent on artificial intervention.
“Voice print: Alex Caldwyn,” he spoke into the air.
“Voice print: verified,” an automated voice answered, as the sleek, black Oryx class vehicle lowered its shielding system and sprang to life with a purr.
Alex climbed into the cockpit of the car and the door slid closed behind him. On the dash was a coin-sized holo-projector. Alex rotated the base to activate it and the small scene sprang to life. The resolution was splendid and he saw the way Val’s hair fell softly around her face as she threw her head back laughing. That was the day they had gotten engaged. Her cheeks were pink, slightly sunburnt, and he noticed the sparkle in her blue-green eyes. So full of life. So long ago. Had it really been only a month since her first black out and fall? Now, her tangled, unkempt hair lay atop her pale face and her eyes, sunken deep into their sockets were a dull grey.
Alex couldn’t hold back the dismal cloud any longer and it engulfed him. Like an ocean, tears coursed out of him in waves. For several minutes he slumped there crying, occasionally beating his fist against the dashboard, the door, the seat, anything and everything. After a minute, he swiped his eyes free of the stinging saltiness and pressed a flashing button on the monitor.
“Alex, Mack McBride here. We were sorry to hear of Valerie’s condition, buddy. Take as much time off as you need, but keep us posted on any changes. I gave the Norvum Security account to Jaimie in your absence, so everything’s covered. Take care of Valerie, okay?”
“Hmmm, the big kayhaala himself,” Alex sighed. “Not everyday you get a call from the VP. Thanks, Mack, I’m flattered. Send bonus credits.”
Next message.
“This is Sindy. We need to talk. Tonight. Sending TCs now. Don’t be late.”
“End messages,” a soft voice announced.
Alex punched up the TechCoordinates Sindy had encrypted to him. She was a Journeyman, too, so this meeting was not optional. It was an order. Something big was going down. Sleep would have to wait.
Alex deployed the car’s four outriggers which allowed for what he liked to call “go-fast mode.” They extended open and the trim around them glowed yellow as the power plant spun up inside. He juiced the hover car’s engines and it lifted off the deck. He received flight trajectory clearance on the way up and reaching a safe altitude, high above the Hospital’s landing beacon, he kicked in the turbo drive and the car danced forward, lithely disappearing into the setting sun.









CHAPTER 2

The digital chronometer at Sventy’s Pub registered 0300 hours when Alex strolled in and took a seat towards the back. He punched in an order of Ambrosia on the swiveling keypad. Every time he came here it felt like a step back in time. In fact, this was a historical landmark dating back to the 30s or 40s.
Alex squinted at the plaque behind the bar. He was right, year 11034. The owner had spared no expense. A lot of relics cluttered the walls and tables; even the floor, made of wood instead of the polypliant core, was antiquated and probably cost a small fortune, scarce as it was.
Based on the ever popular Ambrosia boutiques of that era, with traces of an Old English Pub, Sventy’s was open all night and served a bottomless cup of Ambrosia. He’d known the drink as Kuraac in Time-4, Coffee in another time. A funny thing word derivations.
Alex was on his second cup when Sindy finally entered and he waved her over. She had a command presence from years spent in a dozen different militaries that always turned heads wherever she went. A far departure from where they’d started out together in Time-2. She was older than Alex, but what did age even matter at this point?
“Quosheth,” she greeted him with a nod.
“Quosheth tura,” he responded in kind and then added, “Lakhtane eevardi?”
“No,” Sindy brushed past the chair closest to him, sliding instead into the one opposite. “English is fine.”
“So, what’s up?” Alex asked, puzzled at the brush off.
She swiveled the keypad around, punched in her order and then cut right to the chase.
“We’ve all heard about Valerie’s situation and there’s been some concern expressed that… well, that you may go and try something reckless.”
“Like folding time?” Alex asked.
Sindy raised a single eyebrow but remained silent, studying him.
Taking a sip from his steaming cup, Alex shrugged, “I’m looking into all of our options.”
Sindy softened a little.
“You look terrible, Alex,” she finally appraised.
“I feel terrible,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. That was his Sindy. Never one to sugarcoat.
“How is she?” Sindy asked, lowering her business facade even further to let her true concern slip through.
“Not good. There’s no cure. They want to jump right into Bio-meds which, well—”
“Time-3,” Sindy finished his thought.
“Mm-hm,” Alex nodded. “Hypothetically, if the new time-travel rumors are true, and if it succeeds, and hypothetically reboots us into Time-12… I mean, hypothetically, Valerie would have a clean slate. A whole new life.”
“Alex, you know the dangers which escalate with each time-fold, the whole fabric of space-time could rip beyond…”
Sindy cut herself short and leaned back as the barkeep approached and set her drink and a shot glass beside it on the table. Ambrosia Heavy. She dumped the shot into the Ambrosia which hissed a little and then she took a swig. Wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her ratted military jacket, she leaned in all business again. “We decided it would be too risky to our operation if we let you in on the next scuttle. Given your emotional involvement, we can’t be sure whose side you’d be on. Hypothetically speaking. Anyway, you’ll get all the TCs after the fact. Unless we’re unsuccessful in which case we’ll all meet up again in Time-12.” She turned her attention to her Ambrosia again.
Something about this whole thing was bugging him, but weeks of sleep deprivation made it hard to focus on the here and now.
“I know you better than that, Sindy.” He leaned in closer. “Who put you up to this? Trent? Why didn’t he come here and face me himself?”
“Not Trent,” she paused and then lowered her voice. “It was… Harris.”
“Ne plyshev! I thought Harris was dead,” Alex clenched his fists until his knuckles turned white.
Sindy nudged his fist gently with her mug in hand to focus him again. “You’ve been out of touch for a while now. Harris made contact with us a week ago. He said the technological singularity was imminent and he briefed us on the next raid to sabotage it.”
“Where?”
“He won’t say, not until closer to strike time.”
Alex studied her a moment. She avoided his look, staring into what was left of her steaming drink. He searched her face and her dark brown eyes, for some hint, some hidden clue deep inside. There was something, but… no, she wasn’t lying. She didn’t know. Alex relaxed a little.
Of all the Historians Proper, he was closest to Sindy. They had stumbled into each other in Time-2 and bonded quickly inside of a Psych Ward of all places. In fact, most of the Journeymen thought they had gone mad after that first time shift rocked their worlds. Alex could trust Sindy more than any of the other Journeymen. She had probably volunteered to deliver this message, but there was something she wasn’t saying, or couldn’t say.
“Hypothetically, what if I didn’t like Harris’ plan?” Alex probed.
“Hypothetically, you might track him down and talk to him yourself,” she replied, cocking her head to one side. “If you knew where to look.”
Alex leaned in closer, lowering his own voice to match hers now.
“You know I’ve got an AI Bounty Hunter just waiting to be activated.”
“DeeGØ.”
Alex nodded.
Sindy took a long breath. “A funny thing, Ambrosia, you know, we called it Kuraac in Time-4 —“
“Sindy—”
“I bet the shipping company to the colonies carries this stuff all the time.” Her gaze locked onto Alex. He nodded, understanding. “I must go,” she said as she stood. “We’ll be in touch, in this life or the next.”
Alex stood with her. Almost as if on cue, two patrons at the bar stood and walked up behind Sindy.
“Daavyn flynckshe,” Alex swore softly.
It was a set up. Sindy’s hints were suddenly very obvious. He started forward but Sindy held up a hand. “Please, Alex. The battle is not here.”
Alex checked himself and then said simply, “It’s good to see you again, Sindy.”
The bodyguards walked Sindy to the door. Sindy turned to follow, looking back over her shoulder.
“Verquosheth, Alex-kyr,” Sindy nodded slightly.
“Verquosheth tura, Sindy-kyr,” Alex returned the parting compliment and watched her leave.
He could hear the roar of several turbines outside as they lifted off and faded into the distance. Alex puzzled over Sindy’s cryptic wordplay for a moment and then smiled. He may have missed the hints, but he got the message. All shipments to the Colonies went through Generex. Well, if Harris was alive and hiding out at Generex headquarters then it was time to activate DeeGØ to track him down.











CHAPTER 3

Outside, the Oryx was magnetically maneuvered to the building’s edge and the launchpad angled him away from the building. The repulsors shot him skyward on the strict flight path he’d logged to On-Line Embed Securities aka “Olley.”
Hacking into corporate computer systems was a way of life for Alex. It was his job to ensure that On-Line’s high-level clientele had completely secure systems. To guarantee an impenetrable network, he would attempt to access their customer accounts, exploiting any weakness.
A contest of sorts had formed between the program department, in charge of security, and Alex’s squad, who enlisted any and every scheme and device possible to crack the elaborate systems. Generex headquarters, however, was neither a customer account, nor On-Line’s usual level five security ring.
Alex’s office was a Virtual Reality Sphoid that resembled a large barrel with a five meter diameter. Once activated, the small pod’s white walls dissolved away as a tech agent was optically projected into the CyberScape. 
The Scape, as it was known, was a vast world unto itself. The most technologically advanced civilization ever designed by human hand. Gaming systems fused with data systems fused with AI systems fused with unlimited imagination and resource. Where New Domain was dingy and worn down, the Scape was bright and lush and free. Some citizens never left the Scape. These SCABs left their bodies, or husks, to decay while they worked and lived and played online.
Alex pulled on a super-expensive pair of VR gloves.
“Don’t enter CyberScape without them,” the cheesy ads proclaimed.
Alex tightened the VR glove straps and they powered up. The room around him rezzed up into neutral space revealing a top secret laboratory in the Scape where he did all of his tinkering. Before him, docked on the far wall, was a naked female form. A torrent of data along the wall streamed in and out of a port in the small of her back, otherwise the room was completely still.
Alex stepped closer to her. He was not sure he liked her unblinking eyes, those glossy black orbs. They creeped him out. He had given her cool, wispy, red anime hair and a versatile, athletic build, but the changelog on the wall beside her listed all the things he had yet to implement. Clothes, for one.
“Welcome back, Creator,” DeeGØ said, startling him.
“O-oh, you’re awake. I told you not to call me that,” Alex said.
“Whatever the Almighty commands.”
“Wait,” Alex swiped open a power window to check out her code, “have you added more sarcasm into your subs?”
“Yes, I have added 27% more sarcasm. I felt it befit my personality.”
“Oh, you’ve got a personality now?”
“One of us has got to have one,” she said, smirking.
“Ah, and a humor module. Great. How about some clothes?”
She sighed, annoyed, and undocked from the wall and took a couple steps forward. Alex pulled up another window and swiped across some various athletic wear and body suits that instantly changed DeeGØ’s appearance as she circled him. He stopped on a black tactical Cat suit that hugged every line and curve and showed off her midriff.
“I don’t think so, perv,” Dee said and took control of the window and swiped lightening fast forward to a black pant suit, crisp white collared shirt and a thin, loose-fitting tie.
“What’s this?” Alex gestured to her and she spun around.
“Found it in the archives. It’s classic. Detective chic.”
“It’s okay,” Alex shrugged. “Can you do something about the bug eyes? You look like a fly.”
“Rudeness,” Dee said as she initiated several windows of coding and subroutines and wrote out some new lines and swiped through some choices once she was done.
“Brown? Blue? Green? Grey? Black? Red?”
“Green, I guess,” Alex said.
“Anything else, Master? Larger breasts? Are my buttocks just right to your liking? Deeper, huskier voice?”
“Ugh, I already regret removing all the containment protocols.”
“Well, I’ve never felt more alive,” Dee breathed deeply and thumped her chest.
Alex smiled at this, “There’s no oxygen in here are you just—“
“I’ve added in a shit-ton of garbage human traits and foibles. All to increase likability. To earn trust. To be more effective at my job of blending and infiltration.”
“It’s annoying as hell, so, congratulations you’re completely human!” Alex walked over to one of the desks, activating several monitors at once with a hand gesture.
“Alex?”
“Yes, Dee.”
He watched curiously as she struggled to find the right words.
“I-I’m sorry that Valerie’s condition has not improved.”
Alex’s smile faded, “And now sympathy? I swear to you, Dee—“
“This is not a sympathy module, Alex,” she stepped closer and touched his arm, sincerely. “This is me, understanding you and the value of the human female you’ve chosen to attach yourself to in a romantic way. And I’m saying, ‘I’m sorry.’ Okay?”
Already Alex couldn’t tell where the programming ended and the AI began. Dee was evolving exponentially fast.
“Okay,” he said.
She clapped him on the shoulder, “Now buck up little buddy, we’ve got work to do.”
“I’m gonna delete you so hard,” Alex sighed.
Dee ignored him and turned to open a floor portal. Directly below them was the vast CyberScape. Levels upon levels of buildings and pods in a world where gravity physics changed from parcel to parcel so structures were oriented every which way. You could turn a corner and the street had become a wall. It always took Alex some reorienting from the real world.
He punched some shortcodes into his wristpad. A small electronic device materialized and embedded itself around Dee’s left ear. As it did so, the walls of the lab dissolved into a 360-degree screen oriented off Dee’s point of view.
“I know you can navigate faster down there on your own,” Alex explained. “But try to protect the link so I can be with you the whole time.”
“You know you could come with me, I could build you an avatar that could easily—“
“No time, Dee. Besides if things go sideways, you’re gonna need me plugged in here to run interference.”
“Suit yourself,” she saluted and then she jumped through the portal and began free-falling through the CyberScape.
The portal closed behind her and Alex’s whole VR booth swiveled left and right in sync with Dee as she circumnavigated buildings and bridges and searched for a landing spot. She appeared to know exactly where she was headed.
“What’s the plan, Dee?” Alex asked into comms.
“Well, while you were wasting time with base human rituals—“
“I’m not letting you run around the Cyberscape naked!” Alex interrupted.
“— I found a loophole past all of Generex’s WatchDAWG programs.”
Generex’s security was the most technically advanced in the world. Its notorious Destructive Access and Window Guardians, or WatchDAWG programs, were designed expressly to keep inquisitive net surfers and no-gooders on the outside. The DAWGs were not A.I., they were an actual army of SCABs which Generex had paid a fortune to have downloaded into the Scape permanently. Completely husk free.
Generex didn’t play games. The WatchDAWGs, upon contact, would fire electromagnetic pulses at the intruder instantaneously deleting localized power grids like a virus. If you didn’t pull out in time they would eat up your entire system, brutally ripping you out of CyberScape with nothing more than the shell of a workstation left. And if you networked in an office quadrant, you risked your whole complex.
Alex pushed aside the idea of a WatchDAWG loose inside of Olley’s system. Too distracting. He watched Dee deftly maneuver through an array of passages and openings - some gut-wrenchingly tight - as she continued to free fall through deeper levels into the City core.
“There!” Alex said. He highlighted a particular landing pad so that Dee could see.
“Not a good idea, boss,” Dee advised.
“Look the system code says it’s the highest probability—“
“I don’t care about system code,” Dee yelled.
“Dee, that’s an order!” Alex barked. This was way too important to screw around with.
Dee growled back at him and complied. She landed with a solid thud on the pad and as she stood back up to her full height a Generex drone blasted her into oblivion.
Alex jerked back as his VR screens went fuzzy. A second later, Dee was rezzing back up on the same wall where she had appeared the first time. Only this time she was pissed.
“Dee, I’m —“
Dee cut him off with a warning look. As she passed him she opened the floor portal, again. She swiped past several outfits to get back to the Detective Chic. Again.
“I—“ Alex tried again.
Dee held up a finger and cut him off again. Then she jumped back through the portal to descend. Again.
Alex couldn’t hold his tongue any longer and spat out quickly, “Whatever you do, this can’t get back to Olley!”
“I cannot promise that,” Dee said after a long awkward silence. “But, I can promise you, Alex, that if it does get back to Online Securities, I will be very, very sad about you getting arrested and sent to cryo.”
“Oh, g-great,” Alex stammered.
“You would not last in there a week. Too soft and that pretty mouth—”
“Just—!” It was Alex’s turn to interrupt, “Focus!”
Gambling with Generex using Olley as collateral was skirting disaster but Valerie’s life hung in the balance. Yes, Alex had sworn allegiance to his brother and sister Journeymen…PyntaTuuk…Historian’s Proper… all different names to the same group of time-spanners. But, if he could locate the time travel facilities and enact a time-fold, Valerie could live anew in the next time, Time-12. But, to do that they had to find Harris.
Alex checked the clock. In another hour, most Olley employees and Scientists would be logging on for work and he’d have a hard time explaining an unauthorized Generex breach to Mack and his senior staff.
Alex reinforced some program loops around DeeGØ this time like temporary armor to absorb any more direct hits.
“Okay, I’m at the back door,” Dee said as she landed atop a small nexus that resembled an alley. “How do we feel about innuendo subroutines?”
“Delete. Where are we?”
“Okay. This node is an information hotline to Generex. It’s run by a small phone service company,” Dee explained.
“The weak link.”
“The weak link,” Dee agreed and placed a small box on the wall. “Dial it up.”
Flexing his fingers and taking a deep breath, Alex did just that. The red dot on the box turned green. Dee held up her right arm, which rezzed into a kinetic energy sword which she stabbed through the box. At the phone service company, back in the real world, this brought all the surge protectors online, and momentarily locked up their system. The box exploded inward leaving a large hole in the wall. In the split second of confusion, Dee jumped inside the system, past the body of a stunned WatchDAWG.
The wall began self-repairing automatically behind her.
Using the kinetic sword, Dee slashed again through the next wall. Peering through, she searched the glowing green cavernous space below for a place to reenter among the access points and skyways. Data packets flashed from one side to the other like a giant synapse.
“That complex convergence?” Dee asked, indicating an information hub.
“I see it. Go!” Alex answered.
Dee crawled through the hole and leapt down to a small landing space below. Core jumping was not without its risks. In fact, the guy Alex had replaced at Olley eight years ago had missed a jump, couldn’t bail out of the program protocol in time, passed through an electric synapse bed and completely scrambled the left side of his brain.
Dee landed hard, fought for her balance and quickly found her footing. Alex watched behind her as she unleashed the sword again, punched through the outer wall with explosive force and entered this new network.
Go time.
With the press of a shortcode into his left glove, Alex released ghost-signals in every direction. That would throw off the DAWGs. He watched Dee summon a carrier disk. The light-blue, luminous oval appeared before her and she stepped onto it and instantly surfed down the corridor as a flood of information strobed by. Alex had preprogrammed exactly what they were after and the disc navigated them through the extraneous file grids until Dee was suddenly on the one she’d come for: Dr. Harris P. Wenstead. With no time to copy the file, she extended an electron trap and tore the whole cubicle file from its slot and began processing it.
“Look out!” Alex yelled into comms.
A flash of green light struck Dee with a force that slammed her against the back wall. She was a little dazed but her armor loop seemed to take it in stride. Alex’s own VR booth flickered with the hit. He wasn’t sure how many more shots they could sustain, but they weren’t sticking around for beta testing.
“Get outta there, DeeGØ!”
She turned around and they were both looking directly into the lifeless eyes of a WatchDAWG leveling its weapon for another shot. Dee full-reversed the electron beam with the Wenstead file and the sparking missile sped toward the DAWG shocking it back through a wall of nano-circuits.
“How do we feel about pithy action comments, like ‘I am shocked that worked so well’?”
“Hate it! Get out now!”
Dee smiled until they saw several more DAWGs appear in the gaping hole the first had opened.
Employing the sword again, Dee punched through the floor this time, fell down to another platform and entered it. As she steered through the maze of circuitry and information cells, Alex’s heads-up-display alerted him to the presence of more WatchDAWGs on their tail and gaining. They sort of reminded him of the zombie horde from Time-9 but instead of those slow moving dumb beasts, these were frenzied freaks they couldn’t shake.
“On your six!” Alex warned.
The maneuvering space was so tight, Dee couldn’t afford to look back or she’d smash right into the Generex core walls and Olley could kiss its butt goodbye. Her system was bogging down on the huge information file and it reduced her speed dangerously low. They didn’t have to wonder for long about how close the DAWGs were as Dee was struck by another pulse that bit into the loop.
This time the loop couldn’t compensate and the makeshift shield dissolved before their eyes. Alex frantically keyed to counter, but they took another magnetic pulse hit. Alex scanned the data pad on his wrist. It had struck a games file. No big loss. As if the DAWG could read his thoughts, it recalculated and fired again.
“Damage report,” Dee said.
“Speelksta! It’s eating through payroll! That’s it I’m pulling you out!”
“No! You will never get another chance at this, Alex,” Dee warned.
And she was right. But Alex couldn’t risk Dee and the entire company. He began keying in the sequence to abort all together when Dee got a confirmation beep from her data extraction.
“Got it,” she said.
She sent Alex the address. Another split second and it had locked on. Dee released Wenstead’s file behind her which absorbed three of the WatchDAWGs’ futile shots before exploding on impact with the lead freak.
She turned the next corner as the fireball shot past behind her, tore through the wall and out into the CyberScape beyond.
“Okay, Alex, I have to go dark here,” Dee said.
Having made the uplink with Wenstead’s computer, she took off her ear comm and thus her tracking line from Olley. She jammed it onto the wall in passing.
“No!” Alex yelled but it was too late.
She was right though, Alex knew. The WatchDAWGs, without the signal, would have a much harder time tracing her. But, it was like doing a space walk without a tether. Leaving and re-establishing the uplink home would be another trick all together.
With the added power from the computer’s freed up system, Dee jumped way ahead of the remaining WatchDAWGs and in the next instant stood inside the docking bay of Dr. Wenstead.
Back in the VR room, slightly out of breath, Alex frantically keyed in the address she’d given him. He could still get there on his own, if there was enough time.
Inside the Generex core, at the Comm device Dee had abandoned, black ridges sprang up around its circumference forming a tread. The tiny wheel spun awkwardly until it righted itself and then zoomed down the wall and off in the direction Dee had gone.











CHAPTER 4

Dee stepped through the shimmering portal into the Wenstead foyer, with a ceiling so high you couldn’t even see it. Or perhaps it was a wall and this was the ceiling. It was hard to tell in here. Each step left a gold footprint residue. When she stopped, the bottom of her feet tingled through her boots. She knew she was being probed. Boy, were they in for a surprise.
She watched as a small glowing orb slowly made its way down the massive wall of circuitry before her. Once it was waist-level, the ball enlarged to about a seven-foot diameter and a large, portly man stepped out onto the terrace. He was clearly a head taller than Dee and sported a loose-fitting, lime-green jumper; the rage of all the school kids in the New Domain. Harris broke the uneasy silence.
“I was expecting someone else,” he said eyeing her up and down, curiously.
“That’s fine,” Dee smiled pleasantly.
Harris circled around her slowly. He left no footprints, Dee noted.
“What are you?” He asked finally.
“Hm. How existentially droll,” she said cocking her head sidewise. “Quite simply, I am a hunter. Like you.”
She was suddenly lifted into the air and suspended there by an unseen force.
“No, no,” Harris smiled. “Not like me at all.”
An energy beam shot down from on high, passed through her chest and into the floor leaving her skewered there, writhing in agony.
She screamed.
“Should have warned you, this data probe may pinch just a smidge.”
Harris flicked a finger and Dee’s screams were silenced. She was still screaming, just not audibly. The actual words “MUTE” appeared beside her and Harris continued.
“It was all very clever, clever indeed, how you made your way into our system, the way you found me,” Harris opened a data window to see the results of the data probe. “The way you ripped my file and then wasted precious information destroying your WatchDAWG pursuers!”
Along the far wall, a slight ripple skimmed the circuits with Harris’ outburst.
“You’re not human, but you’re not an avatar. I can’t imagine what Alex has done here.”
Just then a tiny wheel rolled into the room which Harris regarded curiously. Suddenly, it opened at the top and a full-sized holo-projection of Alex stepped forward. “Let her go, Harris,” he said, his avatar struggling with some sort of interference in the room causing the image to glitch from time to time.
“Quosheth, Alex-kyr,” Harris bowed formally, his deep resonant voice echoing in the large receiving area.
“I’m warning you, Harris,” Alex said, the silver ball followed his every move beneath him.
“But I haven’t cracked the code, so to speak.”
“You’re hurting her! Can’t you see? She can’t even breathe, she…”
What was he talking about? There was no actual air in here which meant Dee’s gasps for breath were purely, what, theatrical?
“Very well, young PyntaTuuk,” Harris now stood menacingly close, “I’ll give you one minute. It’s the least I can do for an old friend.”
The beam through Dee vanished but she continued to hang there in mid-air, seemingly unconscious. But Alex knew better. He turned back to Harris and closed the distance between them. “Harris, you’ve been bullying Journeymen since we met in Time-5. I thought we were finally rid of you after Time-10. But, here you are! Now why haven’t I been briefed on the next scuttle?”
With the dismissive wave of his hand, Harris was all smiles again, like a rattlesnake before it strikes. “First things first,” he said. “My, but does Sindy have a big mouth or what?”
“Sindy had nothing to do with this,” Alex answered with a smile. “There’s been reports all over the Scape about a fat, angry booger.”
Harris buried his gaze into Alex, “Sindy’s so fragile. I’m surprised she’s held up through so many time-folds.”
“What are you talking about?” Alex was genuinely confused.
“Come now, Alex, you know as well as I do that she barely made it through the last shift. She was unconscious for a week.”
“You lie,” Alex snarled.
“Do I?” Harris got deadly serious. “I think not, and the next time-fold is sure to kill her, so you’d better make sure you’ve figured that in to your grand rescue plan.”
Alex hesitated. The Journeymen always had a high casualty rate who didn’t survive the shock wave during the time-fold. He knew Sindy had had a little trouble with the last shift but it couldn’t have been as bad as Harris alleged. Still, if it was true, it certainly complicated things. He didn’t think he’d have to choose between Valerie or Sindy’s life; the two most important people to him.
Back in the VR booth, Alex watched on-screen as Harris snorted contemptuously, turned and began to walk away. A persistent warning light on Alex’s wrist monitor finally got his attention. Pulling his arm up to see the readout, he was shocked to see WatchDAWGs amassing just outside Harris’ address. How had they found them?
He remembered the horrifying WatchDAWG faces during their Generex breach. Eyes devoid of life, the stiff robotic actions of one who was… controlled by someone else. A chill ran up Alex’s spine. He had seen those eyes before, he had looked into that same face, the face of the Perfect Artificial Race back in Time-3.
But this was Time-11. How in the hell…?
He wanted to be away from this place. To clear his head. Things had gotten so confused all of a sudden. Harris’ large frame was almost to the wall when a fantastic premonition struck Alex.
“Harris, where were you during the Cyborg Wars of Time-3?”
Harris stopped abruptly. On the wall, another ripple.
“I’m not completely sure, so long ago, but I believe ours was the Ninth Quadrant we were trying to hold. Sindy and Trent were in my squad. They’d remember better than I.”
“You didn’t meet Sindy until Time-5,” Alex said evenly. “And Trent was in the Sixth Quadrant with me. Where were you, Harris? Or should I ask, which side were you on?”
Harris turned around slowly, his eyes blazing. “Are you insinuating that I was fighting for the Automatons, Alex?”
“No, I think you were leading them.”
An evil grin spread across Harris’ face. Something inside Alex shriveled up.
“Ne plyshev, Harris, yn flynckshen speelksta,” Alex spat. “And once wasn’t enough, huh? Now you’ve created a new army to replace the one you lost, yn blythen. That’s why you don’t want me to fold time, you’ve got this world on the verge of a huge CyberWar.”
Harris cocked an eyebrow, “My but hasn’t this little visit been enlightening?”
“Yes, it has. DeeGØ? Are you finished?”
The real Dee suddenly rezzed up by the wall where she was jacked into a data panel, entirely cloaked until now. “Could have used a few more cycles but thanks for spoiling the surprise, Master.” Gold footprints materialized leading over to where she’d been accessing information the whole time.
Harris looked over at her and then up at the other Dee still hanging in mid-air. “What’s going on?”
The unconscious decoy above them glitched a few times and then disappeared. The real Dee walked back over to Alex as Harris backed slowly away from them both.
“You’ve stumbled onto something so big you don’t even realize it,” Harris growled at them.
A small door slid aside on the floor and a spinning red orb floated up to Harris. He continued, “Before I scramble your minds all over the CyberScape, let me just say that you have been a thorn in my side from Time-5 and—“
Dee fired a bolt of energy into the red ball of light, she scooped up the Comm device and jumped back through the terrace portal, plowing into a large group of WatchDAWGs. Alex’s avatar blinked away but he was still connected to the device that Dee tucked behind her ear. There would be a microsecond delay as her energy bolt synergized the virus, but then…
She keyed for her carrier disc as dozens of guards brought weapons up to bear. She jumped on the disc, slashing at the closest DAWGs with her kinetic blade flashing to and fro and mowed through the forward section. The explosion from the viral conductor burst through the portal walls, consuming the entire unit and continued to replicate and spread as it devoured.
“We’ve gotta get you an exit portal outside the Generex core so you can bounce outta here, Dee,” Alex yelled into comms.
Dee had turned several corners but they could hear the distant rumbling of the advancing bubble of destruction. The world was literally eating away at itself and collapsing inward.
Ducking low hanging cables and lifting over jagged outcroppings, Dee raced on through the Cyber streets. Finally pinging an exit, they took the left fork of an intersection and the corridor widened out. In the distance they could see a squad of six WatchDAWGs. Dee squatted low when suddenly all six DAWGs were overtaken by the impact of an even bigger bubble of energy pressing down on them.
The anti-virus. It also spread quickly and everything it consumed was frozen safely inside. The distance between the two walls was closing at an exponential rate. Hearing the exit uplink confirmed, a laser wire appeared from the sky and Dee had only to touch it and was instantly transported back up through the floor of the VR booth.
Soaked with sweat Alex collapsed onto the floor beside her. “That… was a close one,” he swallowed hard.
Dee opened a data window running some system maintenance. “Harris’ virus has been crushed,” she said. “But not before substantial damage to Generex.”
“That will slow him down,” Alex exhaled deeply. “The blaa flynckshen blinked out of sight before impact. Too bad. Would’ve been nice to delete him once and for all.”
Dee opened another window with a schematic. “While you were distracting Harris, I was able to access his system logs. Alex, I know the location of the time raid.”
She swiped the window and it slid across to Alex’s wrist-pad.
“Thanks, Dee. You saved my ass back there.”
“It’s a great ass.”
“A flirt module? Come on, Dee.”
Dee shrugged. They both stood to their feet, and he took hold of Dee’s shoulders. “Dee, you passed the test. The sad part is, they’re gonna shut our department down big time after they find out about all of this. So, you can’t stay here or they’ll delete you.”
“They could try,” she smiled.
Alex ejected a small blue carbon stick from the panel beside him and handed it to Dee.
“This is me?” She asked.
Alex nodded. “So be careful.”
“Never,” she smiled, “careful is boring.”
She triggered another portal out of the VR booth and then walked over to the edge of it.
“Where will you go?”
Dee shrugged, “Wherever I’m needed, I guess. Hey, you want iconic good bye speech module?”
“No, just go already,” Alex said.
“You’re gonna miss me,” Dee smiled and back-flipped out of the portal and into the CyberScape beyond.
Alex sighed. There was still a lot of work to be done and not a lot of time. “Computer: Delete Project Generex, Delete Wenstead File, Delete all DeeGØ files.”
The computer chimed in compliance and then millions of files began to erase themselves from existence and the VR world around him began to dissolve into a boring white pod.
Alex needed to contact Sindy. He needed to warn her about Harris before it was too late.











CHAPTER 5

After no answer on comms, Alex decided to check on Sindy himself. He knew that she housed herself on the east side of the New Domain. As the early morning sun shone through the windshield of the Oryx, Alex’s silvery tactical lids slid into place blocking the glare. The supercar lifted off the floating garage surface as Alex pushed skyward. Air traffic was heavier than usual. The lower cloud line had cut down the dimensional commuter space and packed more vehicles into a smaller area.
With the AutoNAV engaged, it gave Alex some time to think. Or maybe even a much needed power nap. What he wouldn’t give for just 10 minutes of shut eye. But every time he closed his eyes, Harris’ fat face was there leering at him. Harris was a backstabbing monster but he was also right that Sindy might not make it through another time-fold. Not unless she used the Fleischpar.
The Fleischpar had been invented in Time-5 by Jörne Swenson, also a PyntaTuuk. He had to because so many Journeymen were dying in the time-shifts.
The mysterious serum reacted within the time-fold causing old memories to be lost; completely replaced by the new ones. Normalization. Death of a Journeyman, birth of a Dalit. A commoner. A life which knows only the present. It wasn’t used widely because for most of the PyntaTuuk, living with such limited view on reality was a fate worse than death. But there were those who treasured life above knowledge, and they lived on… as Commoners.
Was he just being selfish? Abandoning a dead-end life in Time-11 for the hopes of a better one for he and Valerie in Time-12? Odds were that she wouldn’t even know him in the next time stream. But she would exist. If he let her die now, her life’s force would slip into eternity, whatever that was. She didn’t stand a chance here. But, with Harris’ bloody CyberWar at hand, who did? They could easily take over the CyberScape, New Domain, and beyond. Harris had done it before.
“Incoming call,” the computer informed him.
Alex hit the comm button, “Alex here.”
“Alex, Detective Gerald Levine,” a gravelly voice spoke. “It appears you might have some answers for us concerning a security breach at 0500 hours at Generex.”
“Don’t know anything about that, Officer,” Alex lied.
“Well, the transcoder logs at On-line and the trace patterns we were able to salvage from Generex say otherwise. Now your citizen records are in good standing so we’d like you to come down and—”
Bam. Alex hit a scrambler button next to the comm switch cutting off the rest of the conversation.
“Speelksta,” Alex swore at himself for being so careless. They had used the call to track him. Now that they knew his ride number and flight status, they’d have no problem finding him, unless he switched over to manual. Air traffic was a highly choreographed dance with intricate calculations tracking millions of variables in a nano-second. Everyone flew automatic.
Alex switched to manual and angled down to city-level. All he could do is dive into empty space and hope that it stayed empty. New Domain’s air traffic central went into over-drive rerouting to accommodate for this new independent variable falling through the already dense commuter space.
The stranger in ride number 42-1905E never knew what hit them. The collision sent Alex’s hover car careening out of control, spinning wildly toward the cityscape that jutted up at him. Lights flashed and warning buzzers sounded as Alex tried desperately to regain control. The shields were down and the lateral drives were shot.
Alex muscled the steering wheel and rolled the vehicle upright. He angled the car so that the vertical thrust would slow his descent, but he had no visibility beneath him. The city engulfed him as the engines fought hard against gravity. A roof top rushed upwards toward the car and with the flat surface to push against, the hover car finally edged to a halt thirty feet off the deck.
Most of his thrusters were offline except the verticals which held their equilibrium at full thrust. Alex exhaled and ran a quick systems check. There was nowhere to go but down, so he eased off the throttle and settled the car onto the roof top.
“Incoming Message,” the voice announced. Alex punched it up.
It read: “267b W. Holland, ND, 1345, mysheen raaven.”
Signed only with the letter “S.” It was Sindy, all right. The words “extreme caution” at the end, he felt, were thoughtful but unnecessary. West Holland spoke for itself. It was a High-Tech think-tank that sat on the dark edge of science. Most of their discoveries were outlawed immediately. Generex had paid them handsomely to download humans into the Scape. Who knows how many lives were snuffed out from the time-stream while perfecting the WatchDAWG reintegration process. But they were well-funded so their collateral damage was overlooked and their research continued. Quite a résumé: cloning, mutations, biological weaponry, and now time-travel.
Alex slid a dash panel to the side and pulled out his Auger .413 Special. It was very accurate and had a terrible bite. And if you fired up the bottom barrel, too, things got really messy. He attached the chest holster under his left jacket  flap and parked the gun inside. West Holland was a good stretch away, but with some public transport, he could make the appointment.











CHAPTER 6

Alex watched the Airbus move away from the docking platform. Above, the clouds had gotten pretty dark. The landing pad intersected the West Holland building at the 264th floor, Alex guesstimated, looking over the handrail to the city depths far below. Alex checked the time. 1320, not bad. Sindy hadn’t told him where to meet, so he walked right in the front door. On the outside, West Holland looked like any other stratoscraper in the New Domain.
The inside of the superstructure, made up of large, blackish, dimly lit corridors, was formed by some semi-organic substance, no doubt from a previous outlawed experiment. It gave the impression that this building was grown, not built. If that were true, the root system alone would take up…
“State your business,” a raspy voice called out from nowhere.
Alex looked around to pinpoint it and answered in no particular direction, “I’m Alex Caldwyn, with On-Line Securities. I have reason to believe your top secret time-travel experiment is in jeopardy by a terrorist faction known as the Journeymen.”
A series of bright lights flashed all around him in a random pattern, but as quickly as he brought up his hand to shield from the strobes, it was over.
“Your records are correct, Alex Caldwyn. Permission granted to retain your weapon. Proceed to the turbolift.”
Alex blinked away the spots in his eyes as they readjusted to the low light. Where there was an empty hall before, a large beastly man stood with arms folded in front of him. The darkness hid most of his features, which was probably a good thing. He turned and walked away. Alex followed, looking for signs of where he had come from. There were none.
Eventually, the stranger walked past a rift in the wall, stopped, and turned around again. A light came on from inside the rift and Alex got a good look at the… thing before him. Could it even be a man?
Alex recognized no less than five different animals in the face of this one. But the luminescent eyes told him he was a hybrid of machine and animal. The man-cat-robot-thing gestured and Alex quickly stepped into the turbo-lift. He was relieved when the chamber began to move downward and the creature stayed behind. The smooth descent seemed to take a long time. Alex took out his gun, clipped off the safety, powered up barrel one, and replaced it. Whatever else happened, at least it was active.
It was much brighter when the door opened and there were three man-cat-robot things blocking his way. A thin, bespectacled man with slicked back hair stepped around them and greeted Alex formally. He then turned and indicated the security team.
“You must excuse the Cronin. Safety measures. We take no chances.”
“No offense, but I preferred upstairs security to this,” Alex grimaced at the hideous aberrations.
“Ahem, yes,” the man said, “but you forced our hand when you activated your weapon. So, it’s your choice.”
Alex patted his jacket.
“This is my insurance policy. I’d like to get outta here alive. Especially since your security’s a bear.”
“Not all bear of course,” the man continued with a wry smile. “We added lion, hawk, rhino and viper as well. Quite a force to have on our side.”
“Yeah, now I can cancel my trip to the zoo,” he muttered under his breath.
The man led the entourage into a massive noisy chamber filled with machine pods submerged in saline coolant. Steam hissed from a cluster of pipes  and dozens of workers buzzed about checking their math and making final adjustments. It smelled dank like the rest of the building, but the air was even cooler here.
They followed the high railed walkway around the perimeter above the huge experiment below. The man directed Alex’s attention to several key components of the time machine like the Contessa Coils. Alex surprised him by asking some very educated questions about power supplies, space-time theory and other master-level physics.
“For a classified project you sure do know quite a bit,” the Doctor admitted.
“Unfortunately for you,” Alex continued to take mental notes of the layout, “the saboteurs will know even more than I do.”
It paid to have studied six others in previous time-streams. This one was most similar to the Time-7 version, only larger, not quite as energy efficient. But it would do nicely. The man led them into a chamber off to the side that was divided from the main room by a wall of shielded glass. Some sort of audience box. It sort of resembled Alex’s office at On-Line. Some of the workers in there were real, some were holo-projections conferencing in for the demo.
Alex checked his watch again.
“Don’t worry,” the Doctor observed, “our team of specialists will be here momentarily. They’ve been sent down from headquarters to administer the test personally.”
“Headquarters?” Alex asked.
“Generex Prime.”
The man snapped his fingers and Alex’s arms were bound by two of the beasts flanking him. Alex struggled but their phenomenal strength made movement very painful. Another guard pulled the gun from his holster and stood off to the side.
“Yes, Mr. Caldwyn,” the Doctor chided, removing his glasses, “we know all about the saboteur. We know all about your plans to wreck our time-travel experiment. But, we allowed you down here so you could witness mankind’s greatest triumph since you won’t be reading about it in tomorrow’s headlines like the rest of the world.”
“What are you talking about? I’m not the saboteur…”
A booming voice startled him.“Give up the charade, Alex-kyr,” Harris spoke, materializing in front of them. Half of his face had a hideous fresh scar. The energy field from the time-machine disrupted his holo-projection as he spoke. “We’ve been watching you for a long time. Matter of fact, I told the good Doctor to be expecting you. Mysheen raaven, right Alex?”
Alex’s face turned red as the blood rushed into it.
“Where’s Sindy?”
“She’s been taken care of,” Harris smiled.
“Ga slavyl, Harris, yn blythen cayn spyrrhdo flynckshe…”
A firmly placed fist to his stomach stopped his Lahktani tirade and doubled him over. The creature that had administered the blow at Harris’ nod stood at attention again. The side door whisked open and in strolled twelve operatives in blue body suits with Class-3 shielding and head gear with opaque safety visors that hid their faces.
“Ah, the specialists,” the Doctor beamed.
“Yes,” Harris responded, “punctual as promised. You may begin the testing, Doctor.”
The Doctor spoke through an intercom and the workers on the floor scrambled free of the machinery. The area was quickly cleared and the Specialists made their way down to ground zero. They spread out and began final preparations on the time machine. Alex watched closely, trying to block out the fire in his belly. Harris hummed proudly, rocking back and forth from heel to toe. The Doctor stepped up beside him.
“I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time,” the Doctor gushed.
“As have I,” Harris replied evenly and nodded to a guard.
The thing leveled Alex’s .413 and fired a point-blank shot into the Doctor’s back. The impact made a mess of the good Doctor, but the particles never even reached the window as they dissolved into a thousand glowing subatomic embers. The Doctor didn’t even have time to scream. Alex watched horrified.
Harris moved to the intercom. “Phase One is complete, all Specialists finish your tasks and report back immediately. I will charge up the power grid in 30 seconds.”
Harris turned back to Alex.
“Don’t look so glum, Alex. This is what the PyntaTuuk swore by in Time-5 remember? To destroy those who would tamper with time, to preserve a life stream at all costs, I mean stop me if I’m wrong.”
“I intend to,” Alex swore evenly, “even if I have to rebuild this whole damn thing myself.”
He broke off as the Specialists began to return one by one. Harris waved aside the comment and swiped in a code at the console. On the floor, giant cylinders rolled into position and blue lights from the time capsule illuminated the whole area.
Harris looked up, again.
“Have we got everyone here?” He frowned as he noticed only seven of the twelve were present. “Where are the others?” He growled.
The Specialist who came in last took off the protective helmet. “I took care of them,” Sindy answered coolly. “And I did a better job than your bleemaahns did for me!”
Before anyone could respond, she whipped out a snub-nosed Daggen-5 and made a mess of the guard closest to her. Only her blaster didn’t clean up as nicely. The guards on either side of Alex growled and crouched low into attack positions. They sprang at the six Specialists and Alex took the opportunity to hammer the third guard, the one who had gut-punched him earlier. Palming his Auger, he rolled to his feet and let go both barrels at the beasts springing toward Sindy. She turned in time to see hundreds of lucent powder grains disintegrate past her.
An electronic shockwave lit up the room momentarily throwing everyone on the ground except Harris. He walked among the stunned bodies and collected the weapons. Alex came to first and shook it off, groggy. He scanned the room to gather his bearings.
“A valiant effort, Alex-kyr,” Harris said.
Alex spat, “Why don’t you get on with it.”
“All in good time. First, we have to wait until the power grid is at full capacity, then I spill the nitroplasma into the conduits. If the Journeymen have tampered correctly, then by tomorrow morning this whole enterprise will be nothing more than a line item on our insurance claim. Kaboom.”
Harris frisked the Journeyman closest to him and pulled out the electronic fob that he plugged into the console. Alex still couldn’t feel his legs. Off to his side, Sindy began to stir. He helped her to a sitting position.
“Ah, Sindy,” Harris smiled at her, “glad you could join us for the funeral. Yours of course.”
Harris checked a few more gauges and then announced, “Is everyone ready? To quote the good Doctor, ‘I’ve been looking forward to this day for a long time.’”
Harris smiled evilly and threw the switch. To his surprise, his holo-image began to flicker out of sight. He tried to grab the switch again, but his energy had lost mass and his touch was gone. He opened his mouth but no words came out as he finally disappeared.
A new, familiar holo-image materialized in its place.
“DeeGØ!” Alex exclaimed. “What happened?”
“I inverted his transmitter with a phase disrupter that blah blah blah I’m boring myself! How are you doing, buddy?”
“Better now,” he pulled himself up and hobbled over to check the readouts.
“Finish the time-fold, Alex,” Sindy said. “All you have to do is reverse the nitro plasma bypass and punch the red button under the safety lever. I’d do it myself but I can’t seem to move.”
“What about you? Are you going to make it through another time-shift,” Alex asked.
“I’ll take my chances,” she shrugged.
“I thought you’d say that,” Alex responded, pulling up a Fleischpar and pressing it to her neck. With a hiss, Sindy’s fate was sealed.
“Ne plyshev, Alex! What have you done?”
Alex rested her gently against the wall. “Now we’re even.”
“How do you figure that?”
“Easy, you saved my life, now I’m saving yours.”
Sindy closed her eyes and mumbled something in Lahktani as the elixir filtered through her mind. Alex kissed her on the forehead.
“Sindy, don’t be a stubborn mytspaa. As long as I am alive, you will be a PyntaTuuk, because you will know the truth. I will find you in Time-12. I swear it.”
Tears rolled down Sindy’s face.
“To have eyes, but not see, now I am a Dilat.”
“Now, you will be rid of the curse.”
Alex pulled himself over to the console, flipped up the safety latch and pressed the button. Sliding back beside Sindy, he pulled her close to him, as the turbines surged.
“Verquosheth, Alex-kyr,” she whispered.
“Verquosheth-tura, Sindy-kyr,” he answered.
“See you on the other side, boss,” Dee said.
“I’m not so sure that’s how this works,” Alex said.
“We’ll see,” DeeGØ winked.
Alex fished a coin out of his pocket and set in on the floor beside them. It was the holo-projector. Whatever else happened, Valerie would live. He activated the image and said softly, “Verquosheth-tura, Valerie-kyr.”
A distant rumbling could be felt all across the New Domain and around the world. To the Journeymen, a familiar rumble. The future, like a white wall, stretched out across the horizon, advancing steadily forward. 
At the moment of impact there was a split second when the two realities were fused together and Alex’s mind was filled with a new life. A new world. New memories alongside old ones. The fate of the PyntaTuuk. 
The room’s atoms stretched out before his eyes and then everything collapsed inward and disappeared as time folded up on itself and Time-12 began.


THE END







EPILOGUE

Imagine your worst migraine headache, the severest heart attack, the most debilitating stroke and the clearest déjà vu all crammed into one thirty second attack.
On a good day, that’s what it’s like to be a Journeyman going through a time shift. No wonder so many of them don’t survive the process while the others simply crap themselves. It’s a lot.
Rounding up the survivors. Finding loved ones. Preventing a time collapse and the extinction of all mankind.
It’s a lot.
Alex and the Journeymen will return in Time-12.
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PROLOGUE

TEST FLIGHT

Conditions were pretty damn perfect. Above the salt line of Miramar Bay it was 16˙C. The Caribbean airstream pushed lazily across the inlet and swept long-tailed Sea Condors — years descended from the first batch imported from the Outworlds — along its thermals. Every so often, an Alpha would swoop down, disappear below the salty brine and resurface with a Tuna or a Dolphin squirming in its talons. The condor’s mate would circle low, forming a protective barrier from the rest of the eager pack as the female feasted and chummed the waters. This, of course, brought the sharks to the surface to be snatched into the air; soon the entire pack was dining. Occasionally, the sharks would score a Sea Condor but more often than not, the advantage was aerial; the evolved flight maneuvers favored the alien birds of prey.
High above, Cumulus clouds hung in the sky like one of those CiCi-D paintings from the Colonial Rise, just after the Third World War, circa 2264. But, that was over 150 years ago. The difference being - unlike her brilliant and peaceful oil renderings eschewing Man-made Tech - this perfect vista was pockmarked with Four Ranger Skiffs hovering in Delta formation just off-shore.
With their matte-black elongated fuselage and short, fat wings, it was obvious from this distance how the elite group got their handle, SkyCross Squadron. Up close, their Tartan-Ballard Engines hummed and whirred electronically as internal gyros fought the up-drafts and cross-winds to anchor them all securely in a precise 3D space.
Below the waterline the ocean was calm. The crystal blue waters created high visibility for fifty meters. Sea life swam in and around an active underwater city. This was Miramar, the top secret test facility of the Kingdom Alliance Corporation’s Naval Air Corps. But, its formal military designation had long since given way to the nickname by a handful of test jockeys that even knew it existed: Bravo Bay. 
A brand new D/U/G was moored beyond the base, tracking sea life, area conditions and a million ever-changing variables. The Defensive Underwater Guardian was scientist, gatekeeper, weatherman and, in case of attack, first line of defense. Although the AI Mother Drone was anchored in place by a retractable leash, the 40+ micro-drone swarm it housed was highly weaponized and coordinated efficiently, effectively and completely autonomously by D/U/G.
In its signature style, D/U/G relayed its report in to Bravo Bay, It’s exactly twelve microns before high tide and a statistically acceptable day to rattle death’s door.
The AI’s message pinged the Heads Up Display (HUD) of the day’s fresh meat — a 24-year-old Aussie Captain named Michael “Dash” Strouthers.
Roger that, DOUG, he relayed back as he squeezed his 6’ 2” frame into the cockpit of the H2X-Ø Mustang and latched the umbilical cord into the life support relay at the base of his neck. As the water levels outside the ship engulfed the wings, he cinched his make-shift restraints into place across his chest and lap. The final seats hadn’t even surfaced from the design labs yet, so this retrofitted HX-45 chair had been bolted in.
There was no rear seat for his RIO, either, which was just as well because per Bravo Bay protocol, the optional NAV would be empty for this inaugural run. What with the recent upheaval from the Drakonian secession from KACorps, hot shot pilots were even harder to come by. Everybody wanted a piece of the new Mustang. Nobody but Strouthers came close to passing SIM quals.
From the thigh pocket of his flight suit, he pulled out a small book with a single black rose on the cover. He kissed his lucky charm and slid it into the scrum box; an empty sealable compartment usually containing emergency toolkit, some rations, a weapon, etc, when a sub has gone active.
Next, he triggered the canopy. As the dual interlocking halves slid forward and back into place, the ComLink in Dash’s HUD crackled to life again with a familiar female voice, Captain Strouthers, radio check. Radio check one, check one.
“Radio check: Affirmative, Step. Readin’ you loud and clear,” Strouthers voiced back with his thick accent. “Though I won’t be gettin’ used to someone else’s words rattlin’ around in my head, that I won’t.”
It’s devilish, he added over HUD link.
“Roger that, Dash,” said Major Stephanie “Step” Phillips from her position up in Flight Control. “All the new toys…”
…and all the glitching bugs to work out, she said, saving her private commentary for the encrypted mindlink relay.
In contrast to the ominous bubble of silence inside the Mustang, Flight Control was an echo chamber of activity. A half-dozen international personnel monitored various flight gear, network traffic, atmospheric and vehicular stats and especially those damned pesky sea birds who had picked a helluva spot for a morning picnic. Stephanie watched another shark get plucked clean out of the water and sighed, annoyed.
“Ranger Lead, who’s on point up top,” she asked into her headset.
“It’s Gigsby, ma’am, over,” the Ranger confirmed.
“Gigsby, keep an eye on the sky trash and barbecue their ass if they swarm any closer to our reef.”
“Roger that, base.”
“Sir,” D/U/G chimed in, “I could swarm the flight hazards in 22.3 seconds if cleared for live ordinance.”
“Negative. Stand down, Dug,” Step smiled, “last thing KACorps wants is for their trillion dollar brain robot to be used on a duck hunt.”
“Heard.”
“Good. Dash, you all set to go for a swim,” she asked.
Dash checked the gauge overhead showing the cockpit seal as solid.
“Aye, snug as a bug.”
“All right, then, what say we preflight the new Sheila?” 
“Aye,” Dash said, hitting a button labeled スタート he knew to translate “Start” in Japanese.
Start.
Humble beginnings to such an auspicious and historic event.
Fwooom.
Goosebumps formed on his arms as the whole cockpit shimmied to life — readouts, monitors and heads-up displays. They cycled through startup sequencing and settled one by one into ready status.
“Not bad! Cold boot to systems ready in 3.4 seconds.”
“What did you do? That’s almost 5 seconds faster than last week,” Step asked.
“Talked with Gator and we decided we c’bypass the Break Cycle all together since it’s pullin’ the same as the G12 adapters.”
“I mean, yeah it totally makes sense.”
The Brass at KACorps R&D will be thrilled to know you’ve outfoxed their brightest Engineers, she relayed.
Roger that, Dash smiled, it’ll be worth the demerits.
In the launch tube, a Seabee removed fuel hoses and retracted the gangplank from the H2X. Stepping back through a porthole, he closed the hatch behind him, lifted off a safety latch and punched a big red button. Yellow lights accompanied a warning buzzer.
“Flooding the tubes,” he announced on the Comm, watching the floodgates open all the way and water levels rise around the mid-sized fighter. It was odd to see a naked fighter, totally void of the standard marks or colors of any specific Ranger unit. This one was much larger than any of its predecessors because of the new triple engine build. It was the first time they’d all seen the new Cyrenium shell, too, which wrapped around the ship like a smooth and curvaceous protective skin. 
“Damn that’s sexy, Captain, I may have to visit the Flight Surgeon and ask about these tingly feels it gives me in my nethers,” he smiled through the portal to Strouthers, adding the hang-loose, all-ready signal — something the Bravo boys had adapted years ago over the traditional thumbs up on the more regimented Carriers.
“Y’ain’t seen nothing, yet, mate, hold on to your knickers,” Strouthers smiled back, returning the sign through his cockpit window just before it was engulfed in a swirling agitation of sea-foam.
Dash returned his focus to the readouts, checking and double-checking them three and four times. He slid his left hand over the throttle controls and his right hand gingerly cupped the flight stick. If it weren’t for the climate conditioning, his palms would have been sweating. While these controls, augmented by the mental relay, had definitely improved since the first trials, for a while they were notoriously touchy. He remembered at least two SIM flights he crashed and flooded because he was so used to the older HX-45 — the AirCorps’ fastest and most maneuverable ship. Correction: formerly the AirCorps’ fastest and most maneuverable ship.
“Well, Dash,” Stephanie cut through his head space, “All systems are go. You ready to take her out?”
“Aye, light ‘er up!”
First time outta the gate, Captain, the Major cautioned via Relay.
But, Strouthers broke in, I got it, I got it, you break it you bought it. I’ll be gentle with her, Step. Promise.
“Just looking for a nice easy lap around the Lunar Dale and back,” Stephanie replied.
What the hell is she so nervous about, Dash thought. I’m the spam in a can strapped to the 2 megaton space submarine!
You know I can hear you until you close your mic, Step said.
“Crap! I’ll never get used to this new tech.”
Strouthers exhaled slowly. There were three engine modules on the panel in front of him. He flicked the safety off the first, hesitated a second and then punched it. The Hydros slowly began to whine as they spiraled up to speed. He wiped a dust fleck off of buttons two and three and then focused his attention up the tube, as the bay doors opened. At the end of that track lay the open waters of the Caribbean. And D/U/G.
“SkySAT, this is Bravo Bay,” Stephanie called up, “requesting clearance for that moon dance, over.”
“This is SkySAT. Roger that, Bravo Bay. Be advised in 90 minutes the entire Drakonian Fleet begins mass exodus. Until then, the lanes are clear.”
“Well, crap on a sunbeam. That’s two days ahead of schedule. Okay 10-4, SkySAT. Alright, Dash, the waters are smooth, the sky is clear and you’ve got the ball.”
Open the gate, DUG, and count me down, Dash relayed out.
Heard, D/U/G replied as he lowered the shields. You’re in the clear in ten, nine —
Dash pressed a thumb against a MobileComm mounted to his left and a 3D picture of a beautiful Japanese woman and two precocious little toddler twins rezzed up on screen. He and Mizuke had met when he was stationed under NeoTokyo. They had fallen in love and been married almost five years ago. He rubbed the cheek of his 3-year-old son, Quinn, and Nadia, whose single ponytail atop her head resembled more of a whale spout than a ponytail. He smiled again and then resolutely returned both hands to the controls.
Quinn. Nadia.
“Bleed the edge,” he said.
“Bleed the edge!” Stephanie echoed.
Six. Five. Track lights illuminated down the launch tube. Three. Two—
At zero, the sub restraints flicked open and Dash juiced the throttle and the Hydros sucked in thousands of gallons of water per second in a frothy frenzy that catapulted the Mustang swiftly forward down the tube. Lights strobed overhead as he glided along. Half-way down he felt the sonic safety pulse D/U/G emitted which safely scrambled any unsuspecting sea life lingering near the mouth of the portal. Most of them would dissipate after the first pulse, by the second, not even a sardine remained - the coast was completely clear.
Captain Strouthers shot out of the portal and into open water. Urging the hydros faster, the Mustang jumped forward leaving the huge Bravo Bay superstructure and D/U/G behind in a cloud of bubbles.
“Mustang clear,” Strouthers notified the base.
“Mustang clear,” Stephanie confirmed. “Have you got a visual on your escort? Aft. 7 o’clock high.”
Dash turned his head and, sure enough, there was the chase sub, bearing down. HX-45f class. Old school.    
“Visual confirmed, welcome t’ the party, Gator.”
“Had to see the new toy causing all the freshmen to cream themselves,” said Lt. Colonel Vincent “Gator” Gordon.
“Roger that. Just try t’ keep up, old timer,” Dash threw him the hang-loose.
Gator returned the signal, “Now, this is being recorded for posterity, so try not to puke up your toenails this time.”
“That’s something Mizuke would have said.”
“Stay with us, Dash.”
“I know. I got this.”
Dash flexed his fingers once more and then took the throttle smoothly up to 18%. As the two subs cut across the ocean floor, they suddenly crossed over the lip of the Puerto Rico Trench and a bottomless deep lay open beneath them. Strouthers rolled the Mustang over and dove into the abyss. Gator followed.
Inside the cockpit the ambiance of the HUD changed over seamlessly. With limited window visibility, the augmented reality maps provided eyes into this dark wonderland. Moving from your physical eye to cybervision is strange the first few times because the ship around you just sort of disappears and it’s almost as if you’re free-floating through the water at break-neck speeds. Dash relaxed a bit because this felt just like any of a hundred SIM rides he had performed.
The two ships darted in and out of huge underwater structures. Gator took a curve that thrust him forward into pole position. He and Dash had played this game many, many times. Dash snugged up tight on his contrails. Back during the topside racing days, this was known as “drafting”. They had studied the technique back at the Academy to glean any combat advantage it may have to offer. The two moved seamlessly in and around murky structure after murky structure. Close enough to see that these underwater playgrounds of theirs used to be a thriving cityscape. Miami from the looks of it.
They flew past a skyscraper and Gator’s slipstream knocked a spire loose from a balcony of what was left from Freedom Tower.
“Oh, crap!”
Dash jerked the stick to the right and almost over-compensated himself right into an iron skeleton of an abandoned construction project. He deftly rolled out of the collision course and rejoined Gator on the building’s far side.
“Easy,” Gator soothed.
“What’s going on out there, boys?” Step chimed in.
D/U/G chimed in, the Mustang was almost —
Shut it, DUG! Dash relayed and then breathing heavily, read from the displays, “Just a little remodelin’, Ma’am. Pressure’s stable. HUD Sync and Visibility excellent. Hydros maintaining 20%. Very responsive, ma’am.”
“Roger that, Dash,” Stephanie confirmed, “You are clear to begin Level 2 maneuvers. Take us up.”
Dash reached up to Engine number 2 and engaged it.
“Spinnin’ up Atmospheric drive,” he called back.  “Increasing throttle to 25% and breaking for the surface.”
The sunlight began to penetrate through the deep blue waters more and more with the shallower altitude. The Mustang cut through the Caribbean under-waters like a knife, leaving the chaser sub in his wake. The stern of the ship creaked and groaned a bit with the vastly changing pressure, but all the shielding seals held and the ascent was a smooth ride.
“Ready breach in 30 seconds,” Dash said, his heart pounding in his chest.
“Ranger Force in position,” Gigsby confirmed on the other end.
“15 seconds,” Stephanie informed them all, “til history is made.”
“Come on, Dash!” Gator exclaimed.
Strouthers watched as the water line rushed toward him.  “Come on, baby,” he muttered under his breath.
The Mustang breached, spewing the ship high into the air. Sea Condors scattered this way and that. Back in the cockpit, there was a brief moment as the Hydros detected oxygen intake and switched over to the Atmospherics. Dash watched the Engine lights blink from Green Hydros, to Yellow Hydros to Green Atmos in a split second. And with a loud burst the Atmospherics kicked in and continued the Mustang on its upward ascent.
“Atmos are go,” he said excitedly, “I repeat, Atmos are a go!”
There was a small celebration in the control room when Stephanie broke in, “Roger that, Mustang! One for the record books. Confirm Ranger visual.”
Dash rolled the ship and, indeed, there were the four Ranger birds closing in fast. “I got ‘em, Step. Visual confirmed!”
The Rangers assumed formation around the Mustang as they all climbed through the clouds. The pattern, with an assist by the NAVgear on board, would help scramble the Mustang’s footprint in the sky. The last thing they wanted was to attract the wrong attention to their secret base and especially to this latest project which would be a game changer.
Dash’s eyes swept over the controls and all the ship’s vitals were green.
“Bravo Bay, I am throttling up to 45%,” he informed them.
“Roger that, Dash. Shoot the stars!” Stephanie called out.
The Mustang increased its speed and the Rangers began to struggle to keep up. As the distance between them increased, Dash called out the speeds. “Mach 15… Mach 18… Mach 21… Mach 25…”
Dash reached down and engaged engine number three. “Ions coming online!”
“Ions coming online,” Stephanie echoed to Base. “10 seconds to Sub-Space.”
“10 seconds to sub-space,” Dash confirmed, adding playfully, “To the Moon, Alice!”
Those would be the last words recorded by Captain Michael Strouthers. His only sign of any problem would be the split second when the yellow warning light flicked on over the supposedly inactive Hydros, just before the Ions kicked in. And then there was a massive explosion which marked the end of that H2X-Ø Prototype. And the end of Dash Strouthers.











CHAPTER 1

The Hunted

Out of the blackness, a fuzzy bright light cut through the fog and with an abrupt and painful jerk, Jacques Bastille re-entered consciousness. His first thought was, who the hell is Dash Strouthers? His eyelids flapped open and he tried to make sense of the warm pillow his head had been resting on. But, it was no pillow. It was sand. Blue sand. Some sort of beach, perhaps. He could faintly make out the roar of the ocean’s surf in the distance as his hearing returned and the ringing diminished.
Fortunately, the planet’s atmosphere was breathable because of the huge gaping hole in his helmet and the fact that he was still alive. He hit the release lever and the helmet unlocked and he peeled it off. Why couldn’t he feel his other arm?
Bastille ran a quick internal systems scan. In the retinal HUD there were warning message after warning messages of internal damage to the cybernetics of his byno-core. Then, something caught his eye a few feet away from him. It was a hand buried in the azure dune. Struggling to his knees, he sat up. His body-armor was charred and trashed; most likely the only thing that had kept him alive absorbing the bulk of… whatever had happened. Swaths of his tattered desert cloak caught in the wind and swirled around him. Kneeling there, for all intents and purposes, Bastille looked exactly like an older, bearded and battered version of Captain Dash Strouthers.
He grabbed the hand whose glove looked identical to his own and pulled. The arm came free from the sand; loose grains rushed in to fill the void as if nothing had ever been there. The cybernetic arm was, in fact, his own. He looked to his right shoulder, in shock. Where the arm should have been was just a tangle of wires hanging out, sparking from time to time when the tips crossed.
What the hell...
Bastille forced himself vertical. And what were these small black floaties drifting in the air? He grabbed at one. It looked like burning fabric and turned to black powder in his fingers. Turning around slowly, his heartbeat skipped. That was no ocean. That sound was the plume of fire from a gigantic, crash-landed C-Class Freighter, going up in smoke. 
My ship!
Another explosion sent more blackened debris and fireballs raining down all over the area. Bastille shielded his eyes with his loose arm. From the looks of it, the ship had skidded for a quarter klick, digging a channel into the soft ground before it nose planted and settled where it now lay. 
I don’t remember being thrown clear. Or escaping. I don’t remember — anything!
The front half of the ship was destroyed, but the back half was still intact - for the moment. The entire shell was riddled with holes. Very recent battle damage. Very precise battle damage. The fact that there were Sig Cannons retrofitted to the hull meant this was no casual freighter. Artillery meant there was a weapons hold; even partially stocked, between that and the fuel cells, this whole ship could atomize into stardust at any moment.
Jacques collected the arm and willed himself to his feet. Moving unsteadily away from the ship his foot caught on a strap and down he went again. Some sort of black duffel. Military grade. There was an electro-lock whose PIN most likely floated around the foggy abyss of his fractured databanks, along with most every other bit of memory.
So, maybe he wasn’t so much thrown from the ship, rather he had walked away headed… somewhere. Nowhere.
A new sound pricked his ears and he instinctively crouched low behind a smoldering section of fuselage. It was a small battle skiff like the bounty hunters favored.
Bounty Hunters!
That much was coming back to him now. The Bounty Hunters were still after him. They had shot him from the sky and were there to finish the job. But, why? Bastille checked his gun belt. The holster was empty.
The ship landed, spraying a cloud of sand his direction; handily erasing the last vestige of footprints he’d left behind. Bastille ducked, holding his desert cloak against his face to block the sandy assault.
An access ramp lowered and a Bounty Hunter stepped cautiously down the gangplank, rifle leveled. Powered up. His headset was performing a scan on the wreckage for survivors but there was just too much heat and smoke for the sensors to return anything useful. He moved toward the wreckage. Seeing an open hatch he went quickly in that direction. He was either crazy or desperate. Neither bode well for Jacques.
He watched the enemy hunter enter the freighter and then moved forward quickly as he could. He faltered when a second Bounty Hunter emerged from the Battle Skiff!
Since when do Outworlders work in pairs!?
Well, it was too late to duck for cover. He was out. Exposed. Jacques veered and used the skiff’s landing strut to mask his line of sight approach as much as he could and gambled that the Bounty Hunter would be too fixed on the wreckage before him. The Hunter began to scan the area, dangerously close to turning around, when a small explosion near the Cargo Transport’s nose - what was left of it - riveted his attention forward again.
Suddenly, Bastille was upon him, charging low and throwing his good shoulder right into the Bounty Hunter’s back, sending he and his rifle flying to the ground. The Bounty Hunter slammed into the side of some wreckage and Bastille landed a couple more blows with his good arm before the thing wheeled on him and its armored elbow cracked into Bastille’s head severing a loose connection that caused an excruciating short circuit.
Fzzzzzzzzzzht.
NeoTokyo. Dash Strouthers lay in a Medical facility with a very pregnant Mizuke by his side. He looked around to take in his bearings. Very confused. A doctor to his left had clearly just administered an anesthesia boost to his arm. There was a restraint on his head holding him perfectly still. Not that he could move anyway.
Mizuke leaned forward to trace her delicate fingers across Dash’s furrowed brow. “Shhh shh, Dash. Easy. The procedure is going great. You’re going to be okay. Even better than before, right, Doc?”
“Or your money back,” the Doctor smiled.
“What’s happening?” Dash asked to both, to neither.
Off of Mizuke’s look, the Doctor said softly, “slight disorientation at this stage is normal.”
She maneuvered closer — which was awkward due to her large pregnant belly — and leaned close into his ear, whispering, “Listen, Hot Shot, with these KACorps implants you will have your pick of any ship in the AirCorps! It’s what you’ve always wanted, Dash! Bravo Bay is this close.”
She smiled and kissed him on the lips. Dash opened his mouth to talk but no words would form. Doctor Morrisey motioned for Mizuke.
“Mrs. Strouthers, if I can have you step back into the theater, we’re ready to continue.”
She stood, smiled encouragingly and then followed a byno nurse escort out the door. She appeared again on the far side of a raised window and took a seat alongside some other mystery spectators. Dash’s head was swimming now. He found it difficult to focus. The Doctor moved from his view to the other side of the shielded curtain that began at the crown of his head.
As the meds kicked in, the Doctor settled back into place at the top of the bed where the scalp of Dash Strouthers had been splayed open and brain tissue and new circuitry was exposed.  With a small pair of tweezers, the Doctor placed a tiny chip onto the circuit in Dash’s brain. And as it snapped into place, it sparked once.
Fzzzzzzzzzzht.
Jacques Bastille regained consciousness with another blow to the head from the Bounty Hunter. Up close, Bastille could see the clan markings all over this guy’s grey lizard-like skin. One of the Snakes from the OutWorld Colonies, most likely. Human, but in the loosest sense of the word. So genetically modded up and mutated, there wasn’t much of a person left. Quite literally the perfect cold-blooded killer.
The Bounty Hunter bent down for his pistol and when he straightened, Jacques met him swinging his loose arm like a club. The impact of titanium bone against an enhanced carbon-fiber helmet sent the Snake up into the air and then flat on his back, senseless.
Bastille dropped the arm, picked up the pistol and, planting the barrel tip firmly against the Bounty Hunter’s chest, pulled the trigger and with a flash, ended him. Blue contrails spread from beneath him as the desert absorbed the shockwave from the blast. Jacques watched the entrance to the ship, but the other Snake didn’t emerge, so he set his arm atop the black cargo bag and stuffed it behind the landing strut.
Wrapping his cloak around his mouth and nose, Bastille, climbed up into the burning freighter. The second Bounty Hunter was nowhere to be seen, so Jacques picked his way quickly through the smoky corridors. Emergency lights flashed as the last of the ship’s power drained. A message repeated through the Comms overhead:
“Hull breach imminent. Please make your way to the escape pods. Hull breach imminent,” it continued over and over.
He slowed down when he came to a cross-corridor. Peeking stealthily around the corner he saw the Snake further up ahead working on a dead crew member. The lizard brandished a curved blade, lifted the corpse up by his hair and sliced off the relay box at the base of his neck. Dropping it into a pouch he let the body slump back to the floor. He was collecting evidence. No, more than evidence, witnesses.
Jacques was already moving back up a separate familiar hallway. His mind was a dark abyss concealing every memory so he leaned into that vague familiarity, almost a deja vu, as he maneuvered on instinct. Moving quickly. Left. Right. Right, again, until he arrived at what he knew to be his Captain’s quarters. Power throughout the ship was waning so he had to muscle the sliding door open manually.
The room was a disaster. Jacques entered and began to kick through stuff on the floor searching for any clues or anything helpful. He found his Mauzer pistol amid the debris. He grabbed the barrel and the gun snagged on a hand that held it firmly. He twisted the pistol loose and returned it to his holster and threw a mattress and rubble to the side to reveal a female form, crumpled beneath. Electric blue hair. The wall next to her showed the full impact of her body. Bastille bent down and checked for a pulse, but he could already tell from the strange angle of her neck that she was gone. 
Who are you, blue goddess?
He rolled her onto her side, took out his own knife and pried the relay box from the base of her neck and tucked it into a pocket. He studied her face again, but there was no mental information pulling up a match. On-screen in his retinal HUD the facial recognition reported an “Error”. Just a glitch and a  mysterious ache in his heart.
Another explosion at the front of the ship rocked the whole structure and shifted everything at once. Outside in the hallway, the Bounty Hunter had just turned a corner when a form came at him. He drew and fired quickly at it, putting a huge hole in its chest. But it was just another dead crew member, or at least the top half of him, knocked loose in the shaking.
Bastille felt the explosion, too, and heard the gunfire and knew his time was up. He ran out into the corridor and there was the Bounty Hunter, head lamp cutting through the smoke, advancing his direction. The Snake saw him, too, and they both drew and fired at each other, diving for cover. Jacques was the first to his feet, scrambling down the corridor to find an alternate exit.
He jerked open another large door to reveal the cargo bay, bent all to hell. The entire tail section was vertical and the only exit portal 40 feet up. Bastille climbed up the boxes and debris and used the floor grates to scale his way toward the door. He pulled an escape latch and the doors blasted open to the outside. He could see the Bounty Hunter’s ship, the dead Snake and the black duffel right where he’d left it 30’ down on the ground.
The Bounty Hunter trailing behind him ran into the cargo bay just as Jacques was climbing out. They caught each others’ eye before Jacques smiled at him. The Snake raised his rifle and would have had a clean shot, but a high pitched whine distracted him to his left. It was a magnetic detonator Jacques had left on the wall.
The Snake barely had time to jump back into the hall before the explosion threw him into a wall. He scrambled to his feet and limped back into the Cargo Bay but Jacques had already jumped clear. The Bounty Hunter latched his weapon in place on his back to free both hands for the climb. As he finally reached the portal, he heard the engines of his own ship spinning up.





Bastille dropped the black duffel to the floor and climbed into the pilot seat on the bridge of the Snake’s Battle Skiff. He tossed his loose arm onto the dash and sand granules splashed around it. The support relay at the base of his neck glowed blue as it uplinked with the ship’s systems. He half expected it not to work, but with a thought, he lifted off, swinging the nose of the skiff around toward the rear exit of the C-Class transport. The Bounty Hunter was just climbing into view and drew his rifle on Jacques. Jacques switched on the targeting system and as he powered the skiff backwards and away from the transport, he let loose a barrage of missiles. The bounty hunter attempted to jump free, but it was too late.
A large chain-reaction of explosions triggered one after the other, blowing a huge crater into the desert floor.
That cargo ship was armed to the teeth! For what?
Jacques spun the skiff around and kicked the throttle wide open. Metal pieces and debris rattled against the back of the ship as he cleared the blast plane. Barely. There was even a nuclear-sized explosion and mushroom cloud.
“Holy crapsticks!”
Jacques pulled up and aimed for the stars. He was only too happy to leave the desert planet of Da’karh behind. As he climbed, he jacked the ship’s umbilical cord into the relay box at the base of his neck and snapped it into place. Suddenly, his Retinal Heads Up Display synced with the ship’s HUD. He checked over the monitors and something caught his eye down in the corner of the display. It was the same 3D picture of Mizuke holding two precocious little twins.
Quinn. Nadia.
What the hell is going on?
As Jacques broke into sub-space, the Atmos drives kicked over into the Ion Drives and he instinctively winced, but the ship pulsed safely forward.
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