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    I was in a hallway as a hatch slid open in front of me. Corporation guards in brown uniforms prodded me from behind with bayoneted rifles. I glanced over my shoulder at them. 
 
    Each took a step back. They wore Kevlar body armor and helmets, had obviously bulked up on steroids and trained with heavy weights, and must have had orders to shoot if I resisted. But they were tame men, civilized after a fashion. They must have believed I was kill-crazy and jacked up on Tempo, a drug giving speeded reflexes. 
 
    “Go inside, Bain,” the corporal said nervously. “Do it now, or we shoot.” 
 
    Each guard had his rifle butt tight against his right shoulder, his index finger beginning to tighten against the trigger as he aimed at my chest. 
 
    Before they made a mistake and shot me, I stepped through the entrance, ducking my head, the steel hatch sliding shut behind me and sealing me in a brightly lit chamber. It was the size of an old-style schoolroom, but empty, with a two-way mirror for a ceiling. If I squinted just so, I could see the observers up there in their white smocks, computer slates in their hands, watching me. 
 
    None of the observers spoke to me through the intercom. Part of the test would likely be to see how I responded to unpredictable danger. That would be in line with their previous behavior, at least. 
 
    A hatch opposite me slid open, and a lean cat man slunk through into the chamber. 
 
    I tensed as his hatch closed with a clang. 
 
    “Cat man” was slang. He was a corporation experiment in DNA mutation. It was my understanding that altered cat DNA had been injected into human fetuses and chrono-grown into adult forms. 
 
    As you can see, I wasn’t just any barbarian from the Badlands—the radiated zones in Old America. I had old-style book learning and knew ancient history—anything from before the three nuclear wars that had devastated our planet. I also understood the current situation. I was the raid chief for the Wolf Clan warriors who had explored the ruins of a city once called Las Vegas. Unfortunately, Allan Corporation mercenaries had been waiting, using sleep gas to capture us and bring us here. 
 
    The cat man didn’t care about any of that. He glanced up at the two-way mirror and stiffened as he no doubt saw the observers. They did not respond to him any more than they had to me. Several seconds later, the mutant regarded me. 
 
    I felt the scrutiny, as if a lion or a jaguar crouched in tall weeds, an attack imminent. Pressure, like someone physically pushing me, caused my nape hairs to stir and my gut to clench. 
 
    The cat man was taller than I, even though I’m tall among humans. He was leaner with narrower shoulders and had fur all over his body. He even had a furry head, and his features were aquiline—slanted eyes, and fangs instead of ordinary teeth. He wore no clothes, boots or hat, while long curved claws slid out from his fingertips and toes. 
 
    That was eerie. Great cats should not walk nor think like men. I knew the cat man was incredibly dangerous, his lean muscles hard like iron and his speed phenomenal. The claws could slash or stab deep. For dealing with him, a machine gun would be best or a high-caliber revolver. I had neither. 
 
    The claws extended as the cat man began to stalk me, not coming straight on, but at a slant as if he was indeed hiding in weeds. 
 
    My heart pounded, but I did nothing. The cat man meant to murder me. Maybe the observers meant for him to murder me, and they would record the gory happenings. 
 
    I was tall, like I said, had enough muscles that most people considered me strong, and was a Wolf Clan warrior of Nevada. In hand-to-hand combat, I had no doubt I could lick any three civilized men. I wore an Allan Corporation military cap, fatigues and combat boots. A half-hour ago, an instructor had told me to report here. He had specifically said to come unarmed. Now, I knew why. 
 
    I obeyed Wolf Clan customs, but no one had ever accused Jason Bain of being tame. I could read and reason and had learned combat skills from Elder Dan. I’d also learned through harsh experience, the most ruthless teacher of all. I knew life was hard and seldom fair. I also knew that where one was ordered to come unarmed, there it was best to go armed. 
 
    The Allan Corporation had been running my captured clan warriors and me through many tests. I had lost three companions-at-arms during them, and had vowed to lose no more. 
 
    The lethal cat man watched me as he slunk nearer, lightning death on two feet. He hissed, crouching lower, no doubt getting ready to spring. Yet, I saw a moment of hesitation in him. Maybe he could not understand why I had not moved from my original position. Likely, that confused him, although it would not last long. 
 
    Cat men had incredible reflexes and were deadly killers. They were not deep thinkers, however. And that was my only hope. 
 
    He straightened, and said in torturous speech, “Face. Me.” 
 
    An involuntary shudder ran through my body. I’d never heard a cat, dog or bull man speak before this. The cat man must be a genius-level breakthrough. Whom was the Allan Corporation testing here, him or me? 
 
    In case you’re wondering, I did not turn to face him, but crossed my arms instead. My one chance was to goad him into furious, unthinking action. 
 
    “You…afraid?” the cat man asked. 
 
    I steeled myself for his reaction, mentally preparing, saying, “I piss on your ancestors.” 
 
    It took him a second. Then, he froze, and the fur on his head and shoulders rose stiffly. With a yowl of sound, he launched at me. 
 
    As fast as I could, I drew the knife hidden under my left sleeve, flipped it so I held the nine-inch blade by the tip, drawing my arm back at the same time. In continuation of that fluid motion, I snapped it forward and released the knife. The cat man, in his feline rage, did not comprehend quickly enough, and the spinning knife sank point-first into the creature’s right eye. The force of the cast caused the steel to sink until the hilt struck the cat man’s facial bones. 
 
    By that time, I had thrown myself to the side. The lean cat man moved astonishingly fast, reaching me and raking with razor-sharp talons. He shredded one of my pant-legs and drew three lines of blood along my thigh. 
 
    He hit the pristine floor at the same time as I did. I heard his thud as I rolled and shot back to my feet, spinning around in a fighter’s crouch. 
 
    I needn’t have worried. The cat man lay dead on the floor, face first, his left leg twitching. 
 
    I straightened. I was bleeding, but it wasn’t too bad. I stared through the ceiling at the observers. 
 
    It took them several seconds to understand what had happened. Then, an intercom clicked on—I heard the barest crackle. 
 
    “You cheated,” a woman accused, one of the observers. “You were supposed to enter the chamber unarmed. You had a knife.” 
 
    “I’m alive,” I said, keeping my voice as bland as possible, difficult to do because I was winded due to adrenaline and a pounding heart. I’d come that close to dying. 
 
    “Yes, you’re alive. Through cheating,” she spat. 
 
    I debated saying nothing more, not really knowing how much power the observers had over the verdict, but finally added, “I lacked natural armaments like his claws. The knife was an equalizer.” 
 
    “You see,” she said triumphantly. “The barbarian just admitted it. He’s inferior to the C-mutant.” 
 
    That angered me. “I’m alive. He’s dead.” 
 
    “The test is over,” a man said calmly. “You will exit the chamber and rejoin the guards. They will take you to a punishment station. There, you will receive Level Three shocks for the duration of three and a half minutes. Observer Kline is correct. You clearly disobeyed your instructions and must pay the penalty for that.” 
 
    My jaw muscles stiffened at the injustice of this, but I looked down, trying to hide my anger from them. 
 
    “He should die,” the woman said. “The barbarian cheated, costing the corporation an expensive experimental mutant. Now we’ll have to rerun the test with new subjects.” 
 
    “I concede your point,” the man told her. “But Dr. Calidore will decide the ultimate outcome. Unless you wish to lodge an objection with QSR.” 
 
    “No…” the woman said, sounding reluctant. “It’s just that the C-mutant is clearly the superior guardian. The barbarian even admitted his inferiority. How often have we witnessed that?” 
 
    “I said I concede your point,” the man said, with a new edge to his voice. A few seconds passed. “Still…the experimental mutant is dead.” 
 
    “Because the barbarian cheated.” 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest because a hatch slid open and corporation guards beckoned. It was time to receive my punishment shocks…unless I could figure out a way to avoid the station. 
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    I couldn’t. I endured the punishment jolts as I had so many times before. I sat inside a tiny enclosed booth, gripping two upright metal handles. If I released the handles, the guards would double my time. If I let go again after that, I would receive much worse torments than the agony sizzling through my body from the handles. 
 
    I was a Wolf Clan warrior. Thus, I did not scream as so many did who entered the booth. The guards made the others stand in attendance so we all benefited, they said. A TV camera was aimed at my face, the projection shown on a screen for the others to see. 
 
    I screwed up my face, panting as the agony seared through my body. I sweated, and Hector Trask—my right arm guard—said later he heard me grunt three times and sigh twice. 
 
    When it was over, I felt weak and my muscles felt limp. But I forced myself to walk out of the booth under my own power. 
 
    According to my book learning and advanced teaching from Elder Paris Roan, the world had greatly changed since the three nuclear wars. Many regions glowed with heavy radiation, while barbarism had become rampant throughout most of the planet. The corporations had high technology, which included rocket launchers and space flight throughout the Solar System. The corporations had begun interplanetary colonies, with the largest ones on Mars, Ceres in the Asteroid Belt, and several more on moons of Jupiter. 
 
    Humanity had deep, self-inflicted wounds, but we were slowly recovering. The Wolf Clan elders wanted our people to have a better spot on the totem pole of importance. Our world was seriously divided, with the corporations wielding deadly power over the rest of us. That was the reason I’d led a party into the ruins of Old Las Vegas. We’d been attempting to find ancient technology that would aid our clan and help us compete against the Allan Corporation. 
 
    From our studies of the corporations, they had high technology but few people, and even fewer who could breathe the open air unaided. Corporation people generally lived underground or in the great domes that dotted the land. Perhaps they attempted to create bipedal workers and warriors by using the DNA of dogs, cats and cattle as one way of compensating for their small numbers. 
 
    A thought struck me then as I marched back to the barracks. Did they use their own fetuses—or those of so-called barbarians—to create those mutants? 
 
    “Why do you scowl?” Hector whispered to me. 
 
    “It is nothing,” I said. 
 
    “You look as if you want to kill someone.” 
 
    “‘It is nothing,’ I said.” 
 
    Hector, a squat and powerful warrior, nodded and drew back, leaving me to my thoughts. 
 
    For the next three days, we loafed in the barracks. The guards didn’t give us any indication as to why the tests had suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Do you think they’re going to kill us?” Hector asked on the third day. 
 
    I lay on my cot, with my hands clasped under my head as I stared up at the ceiling. I’d been sleeping and eating, resting from the grueling tests. I’d told the others about the cat man and the woman observer who’d claimed I had cheated. 
 
    Before I could answer Hector, a hatch opened to reveal three battlesuits. They were heavy, perhaps weighing as much as two tons, and constructed out of gleaming metal. They had humming servos and exoskeleton power, and each battlesuited soldier aimed a heavy slugthrower into the barracks room at us. 
 
    An external suit speaker clicked on. “Jason Bain, stand up.” 
 
    I rose from the cot, facing them. 
 
    “You’re coming with us, and if you bring a hidden knife along, you will die painfully.” 
 
    I removed a knife from its arm sheath, tossing the blade onto my cot. That I had such a knife in the barracks was against regulations, and would likely cost me many minutes in a punishment booth later. 
 
    “Come,” a battlesuited soldier said. 
 
    “Is he heading to another test?” Hector asked. 
 
    “Yes. His last. Hurry, Bain. The observers are eager to finish this.” 
 
    A bad feeling swept over me, but I squared my shoulders, determined to face my fate with a brave front. 
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    I sat in a chair, alone in a bare room, immobile and waiting. This time, the ceiling was just a ceiling. I tested the air, but I could detect no chemicals, no drifting poisons. I estimated I had been here for an hour already. 
 
    Were they testing my patience? 
 
    I would have shrugged, but that might have caused hidden observers to make marks against me. Besides, had I not waited for hours behind a bush near a pool, waiting for spring-deer to take a drink? I had no doubt that I could outwait any civilized man. 
 
    We had a vague notion the observers were testing us for mercenary use. The corporation soldiers who had captured my band in Old Las Vegas had been mercs. From what I’d learned the past three months, the mercenaries had been Yellow Jackets from a deep valley in Old Idaho. I knew nothing about Yellow Jacket culture. The mercs had handled their advanced corporation weaponry easily enough, so maybe the Yellow Jackets were, like Wolf Clan warriors, conversant with higher technology. 
 
    Abruptly, a screen flickered on before me on the wall. I found myself peering at a skinny man in a green corporation uniform. He had a large head with a beak of a nose, intelligent brown eyes and tufts of wild white hair. A Wolf Clan man who looked like that would have been a madman or, perhaps, a shaman. 
 
    “Hmmm, you’re big enough,” he said. “Anglo-Saxon or German stock would be my guess. Your hair is so blond it almost appears white. Broad shoulders, too.” He glanced at something on a desk before him. “According to the stats, you’re extremely fast. Ah. Your Guile Index is excellent, and your survival traits—oh my! This is the best I’ve seen so far.” 
 
    He looked up at me and smiled. 
 
    I had seen many smiles in the last three months. All of them had held malice. His smile seemed genuine, as if he was glad. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Dr. Calidore’s the name. I’ll let you in on something you’ll learn quickly enough. I’m the smartest person in the Allan Corporation, the most educated, too. It’s possible I’m the smartest human alive. That means plenty of people hate my guts and worry themselves sick over me. They wonder when I’m going to take over. That means those with power keep me down and make sure I’m sent on dangerous missions.” 
 
    I hid my surprise that he would say such things to me and simply stared at him. 
 
    “You don’t say much, which shows intelligence, I suppose. Yes, yes, I suppose that’s a survival trait, means you’re cautious. Are you so cautious, however, you’ll let dangerous people or situations kill me?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    “Ah, a guarded answer. I’m not sure I like that, though. No, no, I’m not sure at all.” 
 
    “You’d prefer a cat man, would you?” 
 
    Dr. Calidore stared at me as he folded his thin hands on his desk. “Not so guarded after all,” he said. “I would compute that as a sarcastic statement. Clearly, you believe yourself superior to a C-mutant.” 
 
    I remained silent, wondering if I’d gone too far. 
 
    “Well, do you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “A-ha, I’ve stung your warrior pride. Interesting, interesting. I’m still not sure about you, though.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    The skinny doctor looked away, brought a hand to his mouth and cleared his throat. He frowned, frowned deeper and finally turned to me. 
 
    “How do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Are you ignorant? No,” he said, answering for me. “An ignorant man doesn’t admit he doesn’t know, at least not so quickly. That makes you more dangerous—but that’s what I need, a dangerous man to take care of dangerous situations for me. But if you’re too dangerous, you might try to hold me hostage. That would be a bad idea, you know?” 
 
    I waited, realizing the man liked to hear himself pontificate. I considered it a weakness and wondered how much I could learn from him. 
 
    “I’ll let you in on a well-known fact,” he said. “If you attempted to hold me hostage, the corporation would use skimmers to bomb your clan into oblivion.” 
 
    A cold feeling worked through me at the threat. Was he right about that? 
 
    “Those aren’t my rules, by the way. Those are the corporation’s rules. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    “Hmmm, I don’t know. You seem too calculating, like an angry man under tight control. Most people wouldn’t see that in you, but I do. Among my countless abilities is a keen understanding of body language. I can read you like a computer screen. Still, I don’t like the biofeedback method of controlling the cat men. Do you know what I’m talking about when I say biofeedback?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Some of the observers took a hard dislike to you. I read their recommendations to the trustees. The trustees suggested I pass you over. They want me to wear a command helmet with brain-scan discs pressing against my scalp. The helmet would have a wireless connection to obedience chips inserted in the cat men’s brains. If any of the cat men attempted to harm me, I could punish them, or I could coerce them to specific actions by simply thinking. Do you know what the word ‘coerce’ means?” 
 
    “Force.” 
 
    Dr. Calidore stared at me, drumming his skinny fingers on the desk. “Will you take an oath that you will guard me to best of your ability?” 
 
    “I will, with the proviso that I will do nothing that harms the Wolf Clan.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I not sure I can accept that. You might combine the proviso with torturous logic and in the end do anything you want: claiming that to do otherwise would hurt your clan.” 
 
    “If that’s so, what good would my oath be in the first place?” 
 
    His brown eyes seemed to shine with delight. “I have just decided that you are an honest man. Notice, I did not say an honest barbarian. I rank you as a man.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Come, come, I’m clearly superior to you, a wog, if you will.” 
 
    “Is wog a racial slur?” 
 
    “It’s a statement of fact in the Allan Corporation Universe. Do you know what I mean by calling it a universe?” 
 
    “Culture,” I said. 
 
    “Clever, clever indeed,” he muttered, soon turning away, sighing. “There’s an emergency, a critical one possibly. The Allan Corporation is sending me, among others, to the problem to see if we can solve it. That means your duties would begin immediately, and that means in space. You’re not space trained, but then again, neither are the cat men. Their natural balance would give them a decided advantage over you in free fall. But your intelligence and presumably that of your friends might prove more important. Oh, this is a difficult choice.” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. 
 
    Calidore perked up, turning to me. “How so?” 
 
    “You need guards, you said. I imagine that means to look after you, to keep you alive. Yet, if you choose the cat men, you would have to wear a control helmet as you kept watch over the half-animal protectors. That means you would be unable to employ your full intellect on whatever problem you’re supposed to handle because you’ll be too busy watching your guards.” 
 
    “Wordy but logical,” he said. “Are you applying for the job?” 
 
    I realized I was, and nodded. A space problem meant space technology. If the Wolf Clan could get hold of such tech… 
 
    Dr. Calidore frowned as wrinkle lines appeared on his broad forehead. “Fine. I’ll let you know my decision soon enough.” He pressed a button on his desk. 
 
    Abruptly, he vanished from the wall screen. And I was left waiting, wondering which way he would decide and how long it would take me to find out. 
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    It took a week. We sat around in the barracks doing nothing but dicing and thousands of calisthenics as we waited. Then, the guards came and told me to choose two of my warriors. 
 
    I pointed at Hector Trask, my right arm guard, and Lee McHenry, my left arm guard. Hector was broad and had heavy slabs of muscle. He hit whatever he aimed at. We used hammer-cock and fire revolvers out in the Badlands. After discharging them, we usually rushed with Roman swords drawn. Lee was silent, short and able to fix anything; even bringing ancient radios back to life. He had curly dark hair and brown teeth. The teeth thing was a wild mutation, one of the few that hadn’t killed its bearer. 
 
    The guards marched us to an equipment-filled chamber. There, each of us took a space-useable weapon, a needler that shot tiny poisoned slivers. When I asked, a guard explained that a laser or a slugthrower might accidentally rupture the bulkhead of a space vehicle. Then, we each received a spacesuit, including its helmet, and a heavy welding unit. 
 
    The guards showed us how to use the welders, which emitted a hot blue glow. They also showed us how to recharge the needlers, although after the presentation, they took all the ammo and welder energy packs back. 
 
    After that, they circled us, marching us to an underground railcar. The guards didn’t wish us luck, they just kept their weapons trained on us as we boarded. There were others like us waiting in the railcar. 
 
    Before we could ask questions, doors slid shut and the car whooshed away, plunging us into subterranean darkness. That was the beginning of a long and tedious journey. 
 
    Several hours later, Hector, Lee and I separated from the others, lugging our equipment to a metal shed on a gigantic tarmac. In the near distance was a huge rocket standing beside a giant metal scaffold. Workers in enclosed suits and helmets detached a huge hose from the bottom of the rocket. A small amount of white liquid spilled out, causing vapor clouds to billow. 
 
    We went through an airlock into the shed and took an elevator down. There, Dr. Calidore waited for us. He was in an annex of a long, brightly lit, well-ventilated, underground tunnel. He wore a spacesuit, with his helmet and a lumped-up tarp on a table beside him. Others moved hurriedly throughout the tunnel. 
 
    “Your attention, please,” Calidore said, rubbing his gloved fingers together.  
 
    What the heck? Then it hit me and I almost grinned. I realized he was trying to snap his fingers. 
 
    “I’m Jason Bain. This is Hector Trask and Lee McHenry.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” Calidore said testily. “Of course I know who all of you are. I’ve studied your test results in detail and seen photos. I’ll tell you frankly, after further thought, I had decided against you three. The trustees convinced me that I couldn’t rely on you, Bain. According to the observers, you’re a rebel, stubborn to a fault and a natural killer, the most dangerous of men, in fact. I had thought I wanted that, but now I know I don’t.” 
 
    “Then why are we here?” 
 
    “Because of a malfunction in the control helmet. Two of the cat men died when I attempted to coerce them. Seems I overloaded the control chips in their brains—burned out the gray matter. It was a grisly death. Quite repulsive, believe you me.” 
 
    The doctor shivered at the memory. 
 
    “We’re the second team?” I asked. 
 
    “I want that oath,” Calidore said, ignoring my question. “If I don’t get the oath, I’ll leave here alone. I know that will put me at serious risk…” He shrugged, as if he didn’t really care about that.  
 
    I frowned. “We’re heading for space?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t give me that oath, you aren’t.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. If we’re headed for space, who can possibly harm you? I don’t understand why you need bodyguards.” 
 
    Calidore stared at me as if I was a fool. 
 
    “You’ll be among corporation people,” I said, “not out in the wilds facing so-called barbarians trying to kill you.” 
 
    Calidore shook his head. “Don’t you know why the corporations control the planet?” 
 
    “Yes. Superior technology.” 
 
    “Bah! That has little to do with it. The corporations are brutally practical. Only the best serve in the highest positions. But how can one determine the best? In the end, actions speak louder than words. In the end, survival is the chief trait. I can keep my position by producing results and by keeping myself alive. That includes from any assassination attempts from my inferiors trying to climb rank.” 
 
    “We’re to be your bodyguards against Allan Corporation assassins?” My eyes were wide. 
 
    “It’s a cutthroat world at the top. I’ve outlived my colleagues because I’m as cunning as a fox and as deadly as a lion. The cat men were supposed to be—it doesn’t matter now. They’re dead. If I can trust you… But how can I trust a natural born killer and rebel?” 
 
    “Skimmers,” I said. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “I don’t want skimmers bombing Wolf Clan encampments.” 
 
    Understanding lit his eyes. “An honest man who truly loves his people. You do love your people, do you not?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing that if he’d asked Hector or Lee that, they might have slapped his face in outrage for thinking they might not. 
 
    “Swear the oath,” Calidore said. 
 
    “I swear to protect you to the best of my ability, providing it does nothing to harm the Wolf Clan of Nevada, so help me God.” 
 
    Hector and Lee swore after me. 
 
    “Hmmm…barbaric oaths, but they will suffice for the moment. Now, to the matter at hand,” he said briskly, removing the tarp and revealing needler ammunition and welder power packs. “Load up, gentlemen, and do exactly as I say.” 
 
    “Do you expect immediate trouble, then?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” he said, “because we’re the ones who are going to make it.” 
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    “I want to make one thing perfectly clear, gentlemen,” Calidore told us as we rode an elevator up to the top of the waiting rocket. 
 
    It was just the four of us again. A spaceport supervisor had interrupted Calidore in the underground port minutes after his grand pronouncement. We had been with other teams until then, stopping Calidore from telling us his secret plan. The four of us wore spacesuits and held our helmets. The three of us also lugged the doctor’s excess equipment as well as our welders and power packs. We couldn’t see out of the elevator, as it had enclosed walls. 
 
    Four other teams had gone up ahead of us. Three more would come up after us. 
 
    “If you remember nothing else I say,” Calidore told us, “remember this. Your fates are linked to mine. If I die, you three will die. If I fail, you three will die. Your sole objective is keeping me alive and making sure I succeed.” 
 
    “That’s two objectives,” I said. 
 
    His brown eyes glowed, and I realized he had become highly agitated. Maybe he was nervous, possibly frightened by what we were going to attempt. 
 
    “Perhaps by becoming my bodyguards you are experiencing relief, as you’re alive and well instead of being used for further testing. That is a false security, I assure you. We are on a deadly mission, as Terra itself may be in jeopardy. It is, in fact, my contention that our species is facing extinction. Unfortunately, I am one of the few who understands this.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I know. How can I expect a barbarian to understand when I have failed to convince anyone in the Allan Corporation about the deadly seriousness of our mission? Unfortunately…” He hesitated before admitting, “I have spoken to a fellow scientist of rare intelligence and perception in the Chin Corporation. I am certain she believed me, and I have reason to believe she convinced her superiors of the stakes involved.” 
 
    Perhaps Calidore noticed the look on my face. “Do you know what I mean when I say Chin Corporation?” 
 
    “It’s in Eastern Asia but otherwise a copy of the Allan Corporation, at least in structure.” 
 
    Calidore’s eyebrows shot up before his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How can a wog know that?” He produced a needler of his own, aiming it at me. “Are you a corporation spy?” 
 
    “The Wolf Clan has books, a library, and I love to read.” 
 
    “A barbarian who loves to read?” he scoffed. 
 
    “You call us barbarians. Do you know that originally the Ancient Greeks called others that because to their ears the others made bar-bar sounds when they spoke?” 
 
    “Of course I know that. The question is: how do you?” 
 
    “For a brilliant man you’re showing an amazing depth of prejudice. I already told you how. Through reading.” 
 
    Wheels seemed to turn in his mind. Abruptly, he holstered the needler. “The directors of the Chin Corporation appear to understand the importance of this mission. I have gained secret information that their voyager will possess nuclear-tipped torpedoes as armament.” 
 
    “Space-launched torpedoes?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me when I’m talking. And yes, of course space launched. You don’t know it, but all the corporations agreed that this would be an unarmed mission. I believe the Chin Corporation Voyager Sun Tzu will attempt treachery during the mission.” 
 
    “Your superiors won’t read your secret data?” 
 
    Calidore’s eyes narrowed again. “You don’t sound like a wog. Do you realize that what you just asked me is a loaded question?” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “The answer is no,” he said. “The directors of the Allan Corporation don’t believe me.” 
 
    There was something in his voice. “You didn’t show them your secret data, did you?” I asked. 
 
    “If I had been so foolish as to do so, they would have likely ordered my execution. None of that is pertinent to our present situation, however. Know this. If you fail to do exactly what I say when—immediately when—I say it, all four of us will die. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    I glanced at Hector and Lee. “He’s telling us that he wants us to kill for him.” 
 
    Hector thought about that and shrugged. Lee nodded after a moment. 
 
    The elevator slowed. We were almost to the top. 
 
    “This is going to be delicate,” Calidore said. “On all accounts, I must gain a voyager shuttle. The Manhattan will have two. That means you are going to follow me once we reach the voyager. Anyone who tries to block us, you will kill. You will also kill everyone in the shuttle but for us four.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I cannot in good conscience—” 
 
    “The Wolf Clan dies if you don’t do exactly what I say,” Calidore told me, interrupting. “Think carefully about that. Your Wolf Clan will become extinct, and so will you.” 
 
    I did think about that. Despite being a wog and a barbarian, I could not simply murder those Calidore pointed at. But if what he said was true… How did I know if he was lying or not? Why would the Allan Corporation directors have executed him for his secret data? There was something off with Calidore, but I didn’t know what exactly. 
 
    “Well?” he demanded. 
 
    “You will gain one of the shuttles,” I said, wondering how I was going to achieve that without murdering people. 
 
    “A natural-born killer,” he said with approval, smirking. “I knew the cat men would do exactly as I ordered, but I wasn’t sure about you three.” His head swiveled forward. “The elevator is stopping. Act normally until I give the signal. This will be it.” He pointed dramatically. 
 
    As the elevator halted and its door opened, I glanced at Hector and Lee. I tried to signal them with my eyes, and I think Hector understood me. I wasn’t sure about Lee. 
 
    I could do no more as we shuffled aboard the rocket. I presumed it would take us to the voyager. On the rocket, we stowed the equipment where Calidore indicated and then buckled into our crash seats. 
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    For once, I actually felt like a barbarian as the audible countdown reached zero and the rocket engines ignited. At first, we hardly moved, although I could hear nothing but the mighty roar of the engines spewing propellant from the giant nozzles on the bottom. We soon increased velocity as the rocket gained altitude. In no time, we roared into the heavens. The ride was exhilarating and frightening, the entire craft shaking dreadfully and my body shaking with it. 
 
    The higher and faster we traveled, the harder the Gs pressed against us. 
 
    Perhaps it’s difficult for you to perceive a so-called barbarian like me speaking as I do. The Wolf Clan people were not like the Germanic Vandals or Goths of the Ancient Roman Empire, fur-clad barbarians whooping their war cries as they invaded. For one thing, we had books, thousands of tech manuals, novels, biographies, all sorts of data of the pre-nuclear-war world. Even more, we had teachers who loved learning, passing on knowledge and teaching the brightest of us how to use our brains, how to think. 
 
    That was the most important concept they taught me in any case: logic, reason or critical thinking and then acting correctly. We lacked high technology, but we understood many esoteric ideas and many mundane ideas, such as germs, hygiene, genetics, health and diet, aerodynamics and vacuum technology. I knew how the rocket climbed into space, meaning I did not think of it as magic or sorcery. It was not exactly the scientific method, as that only covered a small percentage of what a man saw. It was rational thought with the concept that this was an ordered universe with perceivable laws because a rational and ordered Lawgiver had created it. 
 
    Abruptly and quite surprisingly to me, the engines quit. The terrible Gs pressing me down stopped. Weightlessness took hold, and I understood why we had straps crisscrossing our space-suited bodies. 
 
    A screen on the capsule wall in front of us—I think there were thirty of us crammed into the capsule—flickered into life. At first, it showed Terra, as Earth was called these days, from our new perspective. 
 
    Inside my helmet, my mouth opened in awe. I was in orbit, in space! 
 
    I could see the breathtaking blue of Terra and the great curvature of the planet. There were clouds, and there were large green areas. A closer examination showed that the green had two dominant shades. One green looked healthy like grass. The other was the green of poison, or in this case, glowing radiated zones dotting the North American continent. 
 
    I could have studied the scene for hours, but someone in control of the screen switched pictures. Now, I saw stars in glorious profusion. They looked brighter and clearer than I had ever seen them. 
 
    Dr. Calidore in his suit took that moment to elbow me. He pointed at the screen. 
 
    The screen controller shifted views again. It seemed as if the picture leaped forward. 
 
    “Zoom,” I whispered to myself. That was a zoom function of the rocket’s telescope. 
 
    I saw what Calidore pointed at, a great…voyager, I guessed. It was a space vehicle that must have been built in space. It was long, with many struts and girders, an engine area in back and giant nozzles. There was a large oval area in front attached to the long strut structure. That must have been the living quarters for the voyage. I noted two other spacecraft. They were much smaller than the larger one and attached to the struts some ways down from the living quarters. 
 
    Calidore’s helmet visor slid down. He stared at me from his seat beside mine, interior padding packaging his face. He seemed intent and finally shifted his head and used his tongue to point at a switch inside his helmet. 
 
    I got the message, and used my chin to push a lever in my helmet. Immediately, my visor slid down and I smelled the harsh odors of the interior capsule. 
 
    “Shuttles,” Calidore said in a low voice, his eyes shifting to the screen to indicate the two smaller craft attached to the larger voyager. 
 
    I understood. The shuttles were like lifeboats on an old-style ocean liner. He wanted to hijack one, I thought. 
 
    At that point, a voice over the intercom told us to get ready for more maneuvering. 
 
    Without telling me, Calidore closed his visor. After some fumbling to activate the interior lever with my chin, I did likewise. 
 
    Several minutes later, I heard a loud clang and a jolt to the capsule. I imagined more fuel tanks and engines were being attached to our capsule from other corporation craft already in orbit. I happened to know that we’d climbed in a three-stage rocket, the stages falling away at various points. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we began a lesser acceleration, maybe even less than 1 G. Our capsule had escaped the deep gravity well of Terra, although I doubted we had escaped Terra’s gravitational influence altogether. 
 
    Our capsule built up velocity as we maneuvered for the Voyager Manhattan, which belonged to the Allan Corporation. I still had no idea why Calidore believed we were headed toward an extinction-level threat to humanity and thus to Earth. Well, there were still the space colonies. So, wouldn’t an extinction-level threat have to be able to kill those on Mars, Ceres and the moons of Jupiter? 
 
    I mentally put that aside. Calidore wanted to pirate one of the shuttles. He meant for his bodyguards—us—to murder whomever he pointed at. If we were successful, wouldn’t the rest of the Manhattan’s crew and passengers storm our shuttle and kill us afterward? 
 
    That was only part of the problem. Calidore thought of us as wogs and barbarians, as lesser humans who would kill anyone at any time. I was not a murderer, and I did not plan to become a murderer for anyone. Taking innocent life was wrong. Of course, one could kill to protect one’s life and in case of war, but indiscriminately murdering others…I would have no part of it. 
 
    How, then, could I keep my oath to Calidore and help him gain a shuttle? 
 
    Elder Paris Roan would have told me that I had insufficient information to make even an educated guess. 
 
    I scowled inside my helmet, and I finally decided to force the issue. I opened the visor and turned to Calidore. 
 
    He ignored me at first. 
 
    I reached over and shook an arm. 
 
    His helmet turned to me and the visor opened, showing a displeased doctor glaring at me from the thick padding surrounding his face. 
 
    The new capsule engine—much quieter than earlier—still forced me to raise my voice. “I’m not going to murder people for you.” 
 
    “What? I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “I said, I’m not going to just murder people for you.” 
 
    He heard me that time. I could see it in his eyes. He ingested the words until understanding came and then he scowled more. 
 
    “Are you trying to alter the deal?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m clarifying it.” 
 
    “No! You agreed to…to eliminate whomever I pointed at.” 
 
    “I’ll protect you as I swore, but I won’t murder for you.” 
 
    “You want me to turn this capsule around?” 
 
    “Give me a break. You lack the authority to do that.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he hissed, “I’ll have you arrested and executed once we’re on the Manhattan.” 
 
    “If you give such an order, I’ll tell them your plan.” 
 
    “That’s not guarding me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to meekly die for you, Dr. Calidore.” 
 
    “You’ll be forsworn if you don’t. The gods will destroy you and your Wolf Clan.” 
 
    I scoffed. “The gods will destroy you for trying to force me to murder innocent people.” 
 
    He bared his teeth at me in frustration. 
 
    “Think of another way to gain a shuttle,” I told him. “I’ll certainly help you, just not in murdering others.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Doctor…we have to save Terra, right?” 
 
    “We have to save ourselves first,” he corrected. 
 
    “I understand, and I know you’re frustrated. But think of this; guile often works better than force. Surely, this is one of those moments.” 
 
    He glared at me for several more seconds until his visor closed and he resettled himself in his crash seat, putting his gloved hands over his chest. 
 
    I did likewise on my seat, wondering if I had done the right thing, or if I’d just signed our and the Wolf Clan’s death warrants. 
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    It took time and maneuvering until, finally, our capsule slowed and jolted against something. We were all rocked in our crash seats by the incident. 
 
    Calidore unhooked faster than anyone else and shoved off his chair to float ahead of others still getting up. The doctor was the first to reach the slowly opening exit hatch. 
 
    In his chair, Hector managed to open his visor. I did the same with mine. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Hector asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I wonder that, too.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s unhook and get our gear.” 
 
    An interior intercom came on and a woman started giving us instructions. We stood—the thirty of us—grabbing for anchors such as the back of a crash seat or a handle on a bulkhead. I warned Hector and Lee to maneuver slowly and with minimum strength as we floated for the exit. It turned out we weren’t the only rookies, but we three made fewer mistakes than the other obvious bodyguards did. Finally, we all floated into a corridor on the Manhattan. 
 
    A small woman in a green Allan Corporation uniform and hat appeared and began shouting at us, giving further directions. We along with others grabbed silver-colored float-rails and dragged ourselves hand-over-hand to a side area. 
 
    There, a man in a green uniform and hat matching hers handed out equipment, calling out a name each time. By then, everyone had their visors open, although everyone was still wearing their helmets. 
 
    In time, the other bodyguards followed their leaders, leaving Hector, Lee and me alone with the purser. He stared at us before launching and floating away, leaving us alone with the stopped conveyer and our equipment. 
 
    “Now what?” Hector asked me. 
 
    I detached my right-hand glove from the spacesuit-sleeve and rummaged in a bag until I found my needler and ammo, loading the deadly little weapon. I wasn’t a murderer, but I would kill in order to keep from being murdered, so I’d put up a good fight when they came to space us. I had a bad feeling about Calidore, believing his threat that he’d have us three arrested and killed. 
 
    Hector and Lee followed my example. Then we waited until finally a klaxon began to blare. 
 
    “What’s going on now?” Hector asked. 
 
    I looked around, thinking. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Secure the gear to the float-rails. Then, hook your spacesuit to a float-rail. I think the klaxon means the voyager is going to start moving.” 
 
    We hooked up, put away our loaded needlers and secured our gloves where they belonged. Then we closed our visors and waited. Two hours later, the Manhattan finally started moving. 
 
    The acceleration continued for three hours, but it was nothing like on the rocket when leaving the Earth’s surface. 
 
    Finally, the acceleration ended, and we were weightless again. 
 
    I tentatively opened a visor. Hector did likewise. 
 
    We spoke, debating our next move. As we did, we heard rhythmic clangs reverberating down the corridor. 
 
    “What is that?” Hector asked. 
 
    I craned my neck as the clangs neared. Finally, I saw two battlesuits, the two-ton kind. The clangs were their magnetic boots striking the deck with each step. The battlesuits headed for us. Needlers would do nothing to those. Maybe the welders might, but that would take time to burn through. 
 
    Did the battlesuits mean that Dr. Calidore had sold us out? 
 
    My heart raced as I thought furiously. We could float away and stay alive a little longer. I calculated fast. Run away and stay alive a few more minutes at least, or try to bull my way through by fast-talking. I was a wog and a barbarian. Who would listen to me? 
 
    Think, I told myself. What would Paris Roan do? 
 
    I took a deep breath, knowing what Elder Roan would attempt to do. Living longer than a few more minutes was the bigger prize, although it had terrible odds. 
 
    The two, battlesuited marines halted, each of them lifting a strange rifle with a crystal on the business-end of the weapon. Were those laser rifles? 
 
    I lowered my visor. 
 
    “You are in an unauthorized zone,” one of the battlesuited marines said through a helmet speaker. 
 
    “We, ah, lost Dr. Calidore,” I said. 
 
    “Lost how?” 
 
    “The doctor exited the rocket capsule before telling us where to take his equipment.” 
 
    The speaker shut off. Were the marines using a radio to check our story? 
 
    My heart raced even more, and I jumped as an air-conditioner unit turned on in my spacesuit. That cooled the sweat pouring off my skin, but it had little effect on my heart. 
 
    The battlesuit speaker crackled, and the marine said, “Gather the equipment. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    The speaker clicked off. Either the marine hadn’t heard me, or he didn’t care. Damn Dr. Calidore and his murderous plans. Were the marines going to force us through an airlock into space, or worse? I didn’t know, but I obeyed the command and soon we floated after the marching battlesuits with our equipment. 
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    At their command, we stowed the equipment, shed our spacesuits, handed over our needlers and entered a small cell with restraints on the walls, or I should say, bulkheads. An unsuited man with gray hair appeared and entered the cell with us, securing us against the bulkheads. The two battlesuits with the laser rifles aimed at us watched from just outside the entrance. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked the gray-haired man. 
 
    “Beats the heck out of me,” he said. “You’re prisoners. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Do you know Dr. Calidore?” 
 
    “Heard of him, but that’s it. Can’t talk more,” he said. “We’re entering hard thrust in twenty minutes. You should be okay in here, but it might get a little uncomfortable.” 
 
    He exited, and the battlesuits caused the hatch to shut. They all left, and we waited. 
 
    “At least they didn’t execute us,” Hector said. 
 
    I shook my head, wanting to tell them I was sorry for screwing up like this, but too proud to admit we had lost the good fight. This felt like Las Vegas all over again, only worse somehow. 
 
    The bulkheads lacked cushions, obviously, but at least we wouldn’t fly around hitting the walls and each other, and breaking bones during acceleration. 
 
    The hatch opened suddenly, and Dr. Calidore stood there staring at us. He wore a green Allan Corporation uniform and hat, with a few miscellaneous items attached to a belt. His boots appeared to be magnetized to the deck. 
 
    “I chose killers and turned out to have picked conscientious objectors,” he said. “I’m surprised you slew the cat man with a knife. Did you consider him inhuman and thus attackable?” 
 
    “The cat man was trying to kill me,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to save the human race. Instead, the captain has blacklisted me, and marines will probably space you three once we reach our destination.” 
 
    “What did you tell them about us?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing,” he said. “I tried your method, guile, and it failed utterly. If I didn’t have a sympathizer aboard who freed me from confinement—” Calidore swore and shook his head. “We have no more time for recriminations. We are condemned men. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    I’d grown weary of his insulting questions and said nothing. 
 
    “Have you lost your will to live?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m chained to a wall. What do you expect me to do?” 
 
    “Bah! Why did I choose milksops without imagination?” He shook his head again. “It doesn’t matter. It simply doesn’t matter. We have reached a do or die moment and I have no one else to turn to. Now—” 
 
    He detached a small unit from his belt and aimed the unit at us, clicking a button with his thumb. 
 
    Our restraints fell away and we floated in place. 
 
    “Catch,” he said, tossing me a sheathed knife and two needlers. I caught them, checked the guns and saw they were loaded. I gave one to Hector and the other to Lee. I took my belt off partway and threaded the end through the slot in the sheath, back through the loops on my pants, and quickly fastened it again. I don’t know how, but Calidore had found my own blade. 
 
    “We have less than twenty minutes to reach a shuttle,” Calidore said. “We’re obviously without spacesuits, so any rupture in the elevator will kill us. Any delay means failure. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    “This is a raid,” I said. “I get it.” 
 
    “We shall see if you do or not. Now, listen carefully. I’m going to use thirty seconds to tell you how to use the float-rails correctly. I wish I had the C-mutants with me, but I have three Wolf Clan warriors instead, for whatever you’re worth.” 
 
    “You’re wasting time,” I said. “Tell us about the float-rails.” 
 
    Calidore glared at me and nodded a second later, beginning the quick lesson. Afterward, we exited the cell and started using the rails, pulling ourselves faster and faster. 
 
    It was a giddy experience. The three of us had swum in rivers before, so that helped to some degree. Dr. Calidore proved graceful, putting the three of us to shame. I watched him, finally understanding a few tricks he was using, applied them and told the others how to do the same. 
 
    The corridors were devoid of people. That helped us immensely. Soon, Calidore warned us, and we slowed ourselves by grabbing the rail and hanging on for a second at a time, jolting ourselves as we slowed by degrees. Finally, we reached a complex-looking hatch. 
 
    Calidore activated his magnetic boots, locking himself before a control pad on the wall. “This is the elevator,” he explained. “It leaves the living quarters and slides along the main shaft of the Manhattan. We’re going to head to the second shuttle. It holds a crew, but…” He shrugged. “We’re out of options at this point. If we fail to reach the shuttle before the acceleration begins—we’re probably as good as dead.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “Shouldn’t we get started then?” 
 
    Calidore took a deep breath, faced the controls and began to manipulate then. A wall speaker snapped on, and I groaned inwardly. It was over before it really started. I was wrong, fortunately. A mechanical voice told Calidore that he lacked authorization to access the elevator. 
 
    The doctor wiped his sweaty forehead with a sleeve and tapped the controls again, possibly trying a new combination. The mechanical voice hesitated before warning us to maintain safety at all times. Then, the hatch slid open. 
 
    “Hurry,” Calidore said. “Get inside.” 
 
    We entered the elevator, the hatch slid shut and we began moving. At the same time, a klaxon began to blare. 
 
    “Does that mean they know what we’re doing?” I asked. 
 
    We three floated in the chamber. Calidore was magnetized to the elevator deck. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Oh, no. That’s the warning klaxon. The Manhattan is going to begin acceleration in ten minutes. That’s the last warning to strap in.” 
 
    I considered that, and I considered what I’d seen from the rocket-capsule screen earlier. The elevator box had surely left the oval living quarters of the Manhattan. We now moved along the struts or girders that made up the majority of the voyager. How far away had the shuttles been docked from the living quarters? About a third of the way, if I remembered correctly. That still didn’t mean much, as I didn’t know how big the voyager was or how fast our compartment moved. 
 
    “Are we going to make it?” I asked. 
 
    Calidore glanced at me. Then, he bit his lower lip and shrugged. 
 
    The klaxon continued to blare its warning as we headed for the shuttle. 
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    “I want to know one thing,” I said a few seconds later. “What is the extinction-level threat that we’re supposed to stop?” 
 
    Calidore didn’t respond. 
 
    “Dr. Calidore, at least tell us why we’re going to die.” 
 
    “Your stupidity and stubbornness are the main reasons,” he said, sighing afterward. He stared up at the ceiling and finally turned around to regard me. “What can a barbarian know about deep space? It’s pointless telling you.” 
 
    “Try me. You’ll be surprised.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “The elevator isn’t going to make it in time, is it? You’re sick at the thought of dying and you’re taking it out on us.” 
 
    He gave me a shrewd side-glance. “Under normal conditions, no, we wouldn’t make it, but as I said earlier, I have an ally aboard. There will be a last-minute delay, perhaps giving us the margin we need to reach the shuttle. It will depend on how long my ally can keep the emergency going.” 
 
    “So, you do have time to tell me about this extinction-level threat, let us know what this all about.” 
 
    He pursed his lips as if thinking. I was betting on his need to pontificate and show off his brilliance, and I would have cashed out bigtime if I’d placed a bet on his response. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Perhaps I should water your curiosity. It is a trait showing intelligence of sorts. Are you familiar with the various space colonies?” 
 
    I told him what I knew. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. “Perhaps you’re more than just a braggart, after all.” He adjusted his hat and took a lecturing pose. “The space colonies are a rare example of united corporation wisdom. That wisdom is already cracking, however, as political expediency takes hold. Perhaps as critical is a hardening spirit in the Jupiter colonies. There are three, in fact, one for each Galilean moon.” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “What is it now?” I asked. 
 
    “You claimed to be knowledgeable.”  
 
    “I know what a moon is, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “No. There are four Galilean moons, not just three as I implied.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I said. “At first, you believed I knew nothing. Now, you expect me to know the exact number of Galilean moons?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. My point is that the extreme distance from Terra has given the Galilean moon-colonists continuing feelings of independence. Are you aware that it takes seven months to reach the moons at the quickest?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t know that either.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Calidore said, a bit too smugly in my opinion. “The latest manifestation of independence was a secret exploratory ship. The three colonies pooled their resources and outfitted an older voyager, sending it to the Saturn System. The journey took over a year, but finally the ship reached the general vicinity of Saturn and began to scan the various moons. At first, they learned routine data that could only be discovered by actually going to a place. Then the crew made a fantastic discovery, one that no one had imagined in their wildest dreams. 
 
    “Now, Titan is Saturn’s largest moon. Titan is also the only moon in the Solar System that has a dense atmosphere.” Calidore looked at me meaningfully. 
 
    “I know what an atmosphere is and realize the significance of it being dense.” 
 
    He nodded, continuing, “The voyager maneuvered into Titan orbit as debates raged among the crew. Finally, they used a shuttle—one of two—and sent down an exploratory team. Do you know what they discovered?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Ruins,” he said breathlessly, “ancient ruins in the methane snow.” 
 
    “Human ruins?” I asked, stunned at his words. 
 
    Calidore snorted derisively. 
 
    “I’m asking because human ruins seem impossible,” I said. “According to the histories I’ve read, the pre-nuclear-war world never sent colonists to Titan. They never sent any space colonists anywhere.” 
 
    Calidore raised his eyebrows. “You are correct. And that means the ruins were not human, but inhuman—alien, if you will. The structures were tall, rounded and the size of the Giza pyramids. The team discovered that the smooth monoliths or structures had withstood every impact and every storm particle thrown at them for who knows how many centuries or even millennia. Upon examination, the team found that the outer metal was of an unknown alloy.” 
 
    Our elevator compartment lurched suddenly, and Calidore fell silent. 
 
    “Are we still moving?” I asked. 
 
    Calidore nodded. 
 
    “Did the needed emergency take place?” I asked. 
 
    He pointed at me as relief showed on his face. “The lurch must have been a manifestation of the emergency.” He checked a unit on his belt. “Ah, yes. The countdown has halted for the moment. I’d thought—”  
 
    “What about these ruins?” I asked, interrupting. “What happened on Titan’s surface?” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “That is an interesting question. The team couldn’t make anything out of the strange structures. One of them finally got clever and tried several expedients. His last attempt was to try to blast off a chunk of alloy. The reaction wasn’t what any of them expected. 
 
    “The smallest structure opened like a flower. Imagine what that meant, as the team had not reported any seam lines anywhere on the structures, but totally smooth metal.” 
 
    “Were the structures really ruins then?” I asked. “An opening structure sounds like an energized reaction.” 
 
    “You are, in fact, correct,” Calidore said. “And I think I understand why. You were sent to Las Vegas looking for artifacts. Your mind is trained to recognize the difference between a ruin and a functioning item.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “What did the open structure do?” 
 
    Calidore nodded. “A device rose from it and aimed at the space-suited explorers. The device must have beamed something deadly, because each person keeled over, dead. The few of us who know about this learned because the shuttle pilot did not wait, but blasted off. He sent video of the event, and video of the device aiming at him. The shuttle came apart seconds later, obviously killing the pilot. 
 
    “Fortunately for the rest of the crew of the orbital voyager, it was on the other side of Titan at the time. The captain had taken that elementary precaution, having put relay stations in orbit.” 
 
    “So those possible alien structures on Titan are the extinction-level threat?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Calidore replied. “And I would appreciate it if you did not jump to conclusions. Listen and learn instead of looking like a try-hard buffoon making inept guesses.” 
 
    I glanced at Hector before nodding. 
 
    “As can be expected,” Calidore said, “the voyager fled from Titan, working to keep a moon between it and the alien structures at all times. Finally, believing the voyager had gained enough distance, the great vessel headed back for Jupiter. The captain had been brooding over the murders. Finally, in a fit of madness or fear, the captain launched a nuclear-tipped guided torpedo. The torpedo used a similar approach to the alien buildings as the voyager had done. Finally, the guided torpedo reached Titan orbit and accelerated, coming down fast at the strange buildings from over the horizon. The detonating warhead destroyed the alien structures with thermonuclear devastation.” 
 
    I blinked several times, feeling a decided sense of loss. I knew that many of my teachers would have wanted to know more about the aliens who had built the supposedly ancient structures. My teachers would have wished to gain the alien technology. 
 
    At last, I said, “That was a prudent move. The warhead destroyed obvious alien technology but maybe saved humanity through it.” 
 
    “Wrong, dead wrong,” Calidore said. “What did I just tell you about premature conclusions? The wanton destruction triggered the next reaction. Such is my theory, in any case, even if no one else thinks so.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “This isn’t making sense. We’re headed for Titan?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Calidore said. “We’re heading for a location a little beyond Luna’s orbital path.” 
 
    “Luna?” I said. “Oh. That’s another name for our Moon, isn’t it?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” I said. “This is amazing news. The alien structures—” 
 
    “No one but for a handful of people even knows about these destroyed structures,” he said, interrupting me. 
 
    “How can that possibly be? You know. The Jupiter moon colonists surely know—” 
 
    “Do not seek to pry my secrets from me.” 
 
    “What in the hell are you talking about now?” I asked angrily. 
 
    He stared at me, frowned and finally rubbed his chin. Then he checked a unit on his belt. “We’ve run out of time. I will tell you about the extinction-level threat, and I’ll tell you about…the real situation. First, we must commandeer the shuttle.” 
 
    “We’re almost there?” 
 
    “In two more minutes,” he said. 
 
    “How many people are on the shuttle?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “Are they secured for acceleration?” 
 
    He gave me a feral grin. “Smart wog, aren’t you? I would prefer killing the lot of them while we can, but I suppose you’d try to stop me from doing what is necessary.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Here’s what we’re going to do then.” He started to outline his hijacking plan. 
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    The elevator stopped, the doors opened and two marines in battlesuits greeted us with leveled laser rifles aimed at our faces. 
 
    “Put your hands in the air,” one of the marines said through a helmet speaker. 
 
    My shoulders sagged. Calidore’s ally must have screwed up or cracked at the last minute. The shuttle occupants had clearly reacted quickly enough to armor up to greet us. 
 
    “You have—” The marine’s words abruptly cut off in mid-sentence. 
 
    “Tut-tut,” Calidore said, as his right hand lifted from his belt. “You don’t think two clods like you are going to stop me, do you?” 
 
    With my hands still in the air, I glanced at Calidore. He stepped to the side and out of the elevator. I expected to see the crystal tip of a laser rifle glow with power. Instead, nothing happened. 
 
    “Doctor?” I said, with my hands still in the air. Hector and Lee likewise held their hands high. 
 
    Calidore turned around, acting surprised on seeing us. “Come on,” he said, “get the gear out. We don’t have all day.” 
 
    “But…the battlesuits,” I said. 
 
    “Them?” asked Calidore, stepping up and slapping an unmoving, armored sleeve. 
 
    Lee tentatively lowered his hands. “I think he froze them.” 
 
    I blinked in astonishment.  
 
    “That’s right,” Calidore said. “They have no power. Even the emergency exit switch has gone null. Don’t worry about them, my boys. We have work to do and must get to it.” 
 
    I finally lowered my arms, my shoulders tired from the effort of keeping my hands in the air. Along with Hector and Lee, I dragged the equipment out of the elevator, putting it in a pile behind the two frozen battlesuits. 
 
    “Can they breathe in there?” I asked. 
 
    “For a while, anyway,” Calidore said. “Why, do you want me to release them so they can attack us and you’ll be forced to kill them?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Good, good,” Calidore said, rubbing his hands. “Let’s hurry, now. I doubt we have much time.” 
 
    The doctor opened a case and took out a gun of sorts. He screwed a vial of yellow liquid onto the back of the weapon. 
 
    “This is a hypogun,” he explained. “I’m going to inject each passenger with Knockout. It will put them into semi-hibernation. They won’t die, and we won’t have to bother with them. Each passenger will have enough fat to sustain himself in semi-hibernation for several weeks, at least.” 
 
    “Then why did you want me to murder people earlier?” 
 
    “Killing is more efficient and with less chance of something happening to turn the tables on us. Besides, Knockout is incredibly expensive to…” 
 
    He was going to say something more but didn’t. 
 
    A klaxon began to blare, so we no longer had time to debate. Calidore floated away and we floated after him. 
 
    The doctor had an override unit on his belt, allowing him into three different shuttle cells. The three of us used needlers, training them on the people as Calidore injected each one with Knockout. Afterward, I double-checked their restraints. 
 
    When we were finished, that left us with the battlesuited marines. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them for now,” Calidore told me. 
 
    “But I am,” I said. “Let’s finish this.” There had been two empty crash seats. 
 
    Calidore sighed, and we went back to the battlesuits. It was delicate, but we released one marine at a time. The first resisted until Hector put him in a wrestling hold. The doctor injected the man with Knockout by putting the nozzle against the struggler’s neck and pulling the trigger so the hypogun hissed, using compressed air to drive the drug under the man’s skin. The second marine understood the odds and did not resist us. We dragged the hibernating marines to the empty crash seats and buckled them in. 
 
    Finally, Calidore guided us to the control room. There, each of us chose a chair, buckling in. At the doctor’s orders, we turned each chair just so. We barely made it in time. 
 
    The klaxon had ceased blaring, and the great Voyager Manhattan started to accelerate. It was more force than the capsule had done from orbit, but not as much as when we’d blasted off from Terra’s surface. 
 
    “This is going to last longer,” Calidore said. “We’re accelerating out there. After a time, the Manhattan will turn around and decelerate until we reach the object.” 
 
    “Not Terra’s moon, though, right?” I asked. 
 
    Calidore smiled faintly. Then he reached over and manipulated a control board. “Watch the main screen.” 
 
    I did, and I gasped a moment later. On the screen was an asteroid-like object. Except, on the “asteroid” were smooth structures, buildings, if you will. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends on who you ask,” Calidore replied. “I believe it is an alien vessel.” 
 
    “In our Moon’s orbital path?” I asked. 
 
    “You really should listen a little better. Remember I told you it’s beyond Luna’s orbit?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “There you have it, then,” he said. 
 
    “How much outside Luna’s orbit?” 
 
    “Three times greater.” 
 
    I nodded. “How big is the asteroid?” 
 
    “I called it a ship, remember?” 
 
    “How big is it?” I asked. 
 
    “A quarter the size of the Moon,” he said. 
 
    “It’s huge, then,” I said, amazed at the size. 
 
    “One could even call it gargantuan,” he said. 
 
    I was puzzled. “How did it get there? I mean—what’s going on, Doctor?” 
 
    “Yes. What’s going on? That’s what we’re trying to determine. I have a suspicion I already know, but no one in power is listening to me.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “You never finished your story.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I suppose we have time, finally.” He put his hands over his chest as he leaned back in his chair. “Here’s my estimation of what’s going on and what that alien ship out there means to humanity…” 
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    “The captain of that exploratory voyager sped from Titan and Saturn as she headed back for the Jupiter colonies,” Calidore said in a reminiscent manner. “If you’ll recall what I said earlier, the journey takes at least one year, and that’s only if Saturn and Jupiter are aligned properly. If Saturn and Jupiter are on the opposite sides of the Sun, the journey takes years longer.” 
 
    Calidore turned to me. “Do you know why that’s so?” 
 
    I said nothing, having grown weary of his condescending questions. 
 
    “One can often tell if a creature is a barbarian by his touchiness on certain matters,” Calidore finally said in a nasal tone. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “If I don’t understand a thing, I’ll ask you about it. That way you don’t have to worry about my so-called touchiness.” 
 
    “Hit a nerve, did I?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor,” I said sarcastically. “I’m struck to the core.” 
 
    He eyed me. “With that kind of attitude, I’m not sure I want to tell you the rest of the tale.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I laughed. 
 
    Color rose on his cheeks. That caused me to laugh harder. 
 
    “Now, see here,” Calidore said, snapping his fingers. “Like that, I could eliminate you and your friends.” 
 
    I noticed that his other hand had dropped to a round device on his belt. I let my gaze slide from it as though I were looking down in submission, lest he realize I’d just memorized the round device. Calidore had told us earlier that scientists had inserted brain chips into the cat men. Had corporation scientists inserted explosive chips into each of us without our knowing it? Would that round device detonate the explosives? I judged that likely and in keeping with corporation belief that we were unruly barbarians from the Badlands. 
 
    “You must give me my due,” Calidore said. “I am the superior here. I am in charge. You will do well to remember that at all times.” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor,” I said in a neutral tone. 
 
    Hector gave me a funny look. I did not respond to that in any way. The time would come to explain the situation to Hector and Lee. 
 
    “I acted in error by laughing,” I told Calidore. “I apologize. Please continue with your explanation about the alien ship.” 
 
    “Humph,” Calidore said. “That’s better.” He drummed his fingers on the control console. “Yes. I have decided to continue. Knowledgeable guards are better than ignoramuses.” 
 
    I wondered, then, if the haughty manner was a disguise. Calidore was clearly competent. Yet, he acted in a buffoonish, touchy way. I did recall that Paris Roan had taught us that highly intelligent people often have unique or even quirky ways. It was as if the superior brain couldn’t contain all that brilliance without bleeding off quirkiness as well. 
 
    For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Maybe Newton’s Third Law of Motion had more than just physical applications. 
 
    Calidore’s finger drumming ceased. He adjusted his position, getting comfortable, it seemed. I determined that he was getting ready to lecture us. 
 
    “The voyager captain never returned to any of the Jupiter moons,” the doctor said. “She did communicate with the directors there, however, including sending video evidence of the alien structures on Titan and their destruction. Ten months after leaving Saturn, the exploratory voyager abruptly ceased transmissions. How and why this happened, neither the directors nor the scientists on the Galilean moons learned.” 
 
    Calidore glanced at me. “Communication with the Galilean moon-colonists ceased one month after that.” 
 
    “You mean their communication with Terra?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How long ago did that happen?” 
 
    “That is an astute question. Let me say that communication with Ceres ended a month after we stopped hearing from the Galilean colonists, while a month after that, we no longer heard anything from the Mars colonists.” 
 
    “Has been it a month since Terra has heard from Mars?” 
 
    “It’s been twenty-seven days,” Calidore said. 
 
    “The alien ship,” I said. “It’s here now. But…” 
 
    “Go on,” he said. “Let me see if you can reason it out.” 
 
    “The corporations have huge orbital telescopes,” I said. “Surely, corporation astronomers would have seen the alien ship approaching Terra. I would imagine braking its velocity would cause its thrusters to burn bright like the Sun.” 
 
    “I will have to revise my estimation of the Nevada Territory Wolf Clan,” Calidore said. “That is well reasoned, very well-reasoned and also completely wrong. The corporation astronomers have not witnessed the alien ship’s travel, although they discovered the asteroidal vessel five days ago in its present orbit.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that the alien ship just appeared?” 
 
    “I have made no suggestions.” 
 
    “It didn’t just appear then?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say that, either. Really, Bain, if you’re going to claim high intelligence, you’re going to have reason better than that.” 
 
    Now Calidore sounded like Elder Paris Roan. I nodded, accepting the rebuke. “Do we have any idea what happened to the various colonies that may have caused them to stop communicating with Terra?” 
 
    Calidore took his time answering. “There is much debate and little agreement as to what happened. I have seen shots from the orbital telescopes. To my mind, it appears as if hard crystalline…membranes, I suppose will suffice, now surround three of the Galilean moons, and Ceres, and the entire planet of Mars.” 
 
    “Crystals, like those at the tip of a laser rifle?” I asked. 
 
    “The crystalline sheaths around the moons, asteroid and planet are clear, too clear some say for that to be the answer. And the question immediately asserts itself, how could anyone form such vast sheaths or structures around large moons, a dwarf planet like Ceres and a genuine planet like Mars? It defies logic. How could an alien ship just appear at three times Luna’s orbit without anyone having witnessed its travel or its exhaust plumes?” 
 
    “I take it there are no teleoptic shots of the alien ship at the Galilean moons, Ceres or Mars.” 
 
    “You take it wrong,” Calidore said. “There is one grainy photo of an asteroid ship near Ganymede, or half the alien ship, I should say. It is my contention that the pilot of the alien ship normally kept his vessel behind the moons, asteroid and planet in relation to Terra’s orbital telescopes.” 
 
    “Would I be right in thinking you believe the alien ship appeared because of the destruction of the structures on Titan?” I asked. 
 
    “You would,” Calidore said. 
 
    “But…that’s incredible. Why did the aliens wait until now to show themselves?” 
 
    “An excellent question,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Do you think the Sun Tzu will use nuclear-armed torpedoes on the alien ship?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Oh. Then—” 
 
    “I believe the Sun Tzu will use the torpedoes on the other corporation vessels. That would include the Manhattan. Remember, few people know what I do.” 
 
    I frowned, trying to understand. “Are you saying few people know about the alien structures on Titan?” 
 
    Calidore stared at me in a calculating manner. “Yes,” he said in a low voice. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. The Galilean moon-colonists kept that information to themselves. I happened to have a spy in their highest councils, however, and learned about that through back channels.” 
 
    That seemed wrong to me, as that would make Calidore the Allan Corporation spymaster or some other high-level rank. Yet, the doctor acted as an ordinary scientist, assigned three barbarian guards instead of highly trained guards a spymaster would have. 
 
    “Why did the other corporation voyagers come unarmed?” I asked. 
 
    “Each corporation wants alien technology. To forestall another worldwide nuclear war, the corporations agreed to a peaceful exploration of the new object. That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “But if humanity is in jeopardy from the aliens, wouldn’t you try your hardest to tell the Allan Corporation directors what’s really at stake?” 
 
    Once more, Calidore studied me. “What does the word ‘mentalist’ mean to you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “One who engages in mental activities, I guess.” 
 
    Tension deflated from the doctor, and his suspicions against me departed. “Yes, yes, that’s a good description,” he said, as if relieved. 
 
    I glanced at Hector. He shrugged and held up his hands. 
 
    “What does a mentalist have to do with the alien ship?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing at all,” Calidore said breezily, quite convincing me otherwise. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you warn the Manhattan’s captain about the Chin Corporation’s coming treachery?” I asked. 
 
    “I already tried,” Calidore said. “Our captain contacted the Sun Tzu, demanding to know if what I said was true. Their answer mollified him, and I believe it accelerated the Chin Corporation timetable. The sneak attack is going to take place sooner than otherwise. Thus, time is running out for us.” 
 
    “What are we going to attempt, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” he said. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “We’re going to land on the alien ship before anyone else can. We’re going to grab the alien technology for ourselves.” 
 
    “What? How? If the aliens can do everything you suggest they can, how can four men capture a ship a fourth the size of our Moon?” 
 
    For just a moment, Calidore’s brown eyes gleamed. “That, my barbarian guard, is a surprise for now. I have ways and means, and you three will harvest rich rewards for helping me, believe you me.” 
 
    I did not believe him. What he’d just told me was confusing and seemed…like sorcery. I was a rational man, but crystalline structures around an entire planet, and alien ships that just appeared? Those concepts seemed preposterous, and it was just as crazy that the four us of could grab an asteroid-ship full of alien technology from its alien crew. 
 
    I thought about it as logically as I could, and I concluded that there was much Calidore had left out. I was going to watch him closely from now on, and strike to subdue him when the time came. Had he really told the Manhattan’s captain about the Sun Tzu? Why would the corporations send unarmed ships to an object that just appeared? If they understood the significance of the silent colonists, wouldn’t the voyagers come armed to the teeth? 
 
    I wish I knew what the corporation directors were thinking and that I knew more about inter-corporation politics, because this was becoming weird. 
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    I dozed for a time, waking up with a jolt and seeing that nothing had changed. Each time I looked up, Calidore sat as before, with his hands on his chest and his eyes wide open. 
 
    Didn’t he sleep like us? 
 
    I determined to stay awake and watch, but soon found that my eyelids were drooping again. I struggled to keep awake and jolted up in my chair later, realizing I’d lost the fight once again. 
 
    A glance showed me that Calidore was just like before. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” he asked, perhaps noting my scrutiny. 
 
    “None,” I said. “By the way, when are we going to turn around?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon? We’re going all the way. I thought I’d made that clear.” 
 
    “No, no, when will the Manhattan rotate and begin deceleration?” 
 
    “Oh. It already happened. We are decelerating. We should be near the target in another—” he squinted as if checking an invisible, internal clock— “twenty-eight minutes.” 
 
    “We have to contact the Manhattan’s captain!” I shouted. “We have to warn him about the Sun Tzu.” 
 
    “I tried, remember?” 
 
    “That’s what you told us,” I said. 
 
    Calidore shook his head. “Insinuating that I lied about it isn’t going to anger me at this juncture. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this event, no idea at all.” 
 
    “But I do. A few days or maybe a few months if you started the counting from when the torpedo destroyed the Titan structures. Why are you insinuating it’s been a lifetime?” 
 
    “You’re delusional, Bain. I’ve insinuated no such thing.” 
 
    I dropped my gaze and forced myself to rub my forehead. I noticed he’d dropped a hand to the round device on his belt. I needed to be careful what I said to him. There was more going on than I understood, but I needed to not give away my suspicions. 
 
    “This is confusing,” I muttered, deciding to play on his sense of superiority. “I want to go home.” 
 
    He snorted in contempt at my apparent weakness. But his right hand moved away from the round device as he tapped a control on the console. His chair slid closer to the control panel. 
 
    “I’m adjusting your chairs,” he said, “as we’re leaving the Manhattan soon.” 
 
    His fingers blurred over the controls as if he’d done this a thousand times. Our chairs moved into new directions as I heard clangs and clanks from outside. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked in a frightened tone. 
 
    “Fear not,” Calidore said. “Those are merely the locks unlatching. We’re almost at our destination, and the Sun Tzu is coming upon the others. The Chin Corporation voyager found a reason to delay. That was for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Lee signaled me silently. I nodded. The small Wolf Clan warrior licked his brown teeth and stared intently at the doctor. Then, he sliced an index finger across his throat. 
 
    I shook my head. Lee shrugged, as if asking, “Why not?” 
 
    “Wait,” I mouthed. “Later.” 
 
    Lee nodded. 
 
    Hector was on the other side of Calidore, so we couldn’t signal him just yet. Hector saw us, though, but he looked elsewhere lest he give us away to the doctor. 
 
    “There,” Calidore crooned. “Do you see?” 
 
    I looked out of the small window ahead of us. I did see a small dark object in the stellar distance. 
 
    “Is that the alien ship?” I asked. 
 
    “It is. It is,” Calidore said, sounding enraptured. “After all this time…this is incredible.” He laughed as if his body could not contain his high good humor. “This is close to a miracle, and I’m the one to have achieved it.” 
 
    “We’re not on the alien ship yet,” I warned. 
 
    He glanced at me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You think—” He glanced at Hector and then at Lee and me. “Oh. It seems I’ve miscalculated concerning you three. Well, no matter.” 
 
    His right hand dropped to the round device on his belt. He tapped buttons— 
 
    A terrible lethargy fell over me. It was all I could do to keep my eyes open as I stared like one bereft of his wits at Calidore. 
 
    “What…just…happened…?” I slurred. 
 
    “There will be no mutiny against me,” Calidore said in a sharp voice. “I’ve waited a lifetime for this moment. I’ve endured thirty hard years on this mud-ball planet of yours, enduring a nuclear war, no less. Do you know how dull and bloodthirsty you Terrans are? It is maddening indeed.” He sighed. “I hesitated sending the voyager to Titan. It was a measure of my desperation that I ordered the beautiful structures destroyed. But I’d guessed right on the reaction. Do you realize what that means? I guessed correctly and I am about to reach the ship of my dreams. 
 
    “Gentlemen, it is my contention that there before you is a genuine vessel of the Avantis. I calculated its existence through the tiniest of clues, finally believing it the reason Terra has been separated all this time from the rest of the Orion Arm civilized community. Do you realize that no one knows about Terra? I stumbled across your star system by accident, slipping past several guardian monitors in the Farther Oort Cloud. I trusted my calculations, believing the hidden ship’s ancient directives remained active. There is the direct evidence that I was right. Now, oh yes now, I shall land and take control of the ancient vessel of the Avantis. With it, I shall return to civilization as the great victor and conqueror. I shall enact a fierce revenge against all those who threw me out of the Singularity those many years ago. I shall become the Prime of the Higher Cognizance and give full and proper mastery to the mentalists of the Orion Arm.” 
 
    “How…can…you…do…this?” I asked sleepily. 
 
    He chuckled, tapping piloting controls. 
 
    There was a lurch. The shuttle drifted as it fully detached from the Manhattan. 
 
    “The risks I’ve taken to reach this moment,” Calidore gloated. “Were I not a mentalist I would merely hope at this point. But I have maneuvered the Chin Corporation to do my killing for me. If they only understood—but how could they? I have out-calculated an entire planet of bloodthirsty schemers. 
 
    “Watch,” he said, while tapping piloting controls, “and witness my ruthless efficiency.” 
 
    A screen flickered on. With exceeding effort, I managed to slowly shift my gaze to it. On the screen, I saw a braking voyager, the long exhaust plumes showing the effort it took to slow its velocity. 
 
    “Ah,” Calidore said. 
 
    Dark objects detached from the slowing voyager. Long blue tails burst into existence as orange fire blossomed from each exhaust. The dark objects—nuclear-tipped torpedoes, my groggy brain imagined—gained velocity with great suddenness. 
 
    Calidore tapped the control board. 
 
    The screen showed the torpedoes accelerating away from what had to be the Sun Tzu. It took time—minutes—and my mind become cloudy. 
 
    Then, as if by surprise, great white explosions appeared on the screen. I counted four of them. 
 
    “Yes!” Calidore gloated. “Four great voyagers are no more. Now, it is between the Sun Tzu and us, and we hold all the advantages.” 
 
    I saw Calidore peer at me. “I have a few errands to perform. Perhaps it is best if you slept for a time.” 
 
    His right hand went back to the round device on his belt. He tapped it, and I knew no more. 
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    I awoke by degrees, feeling sluggish and disoriented. Calidore had done something to me… 
 
    Calidore! 
 
    I raised my head, and it hurt like crazy, a pounding feeling in my skull that I soon realized was synchronized with my thumping heart. I found myself panting, waiting for it, waiting… 
 
    I frowned. Waiting for what? Then, I realized that I was waiting for a heart attack or a stroke to kill me. My heart raced and it felt as if the pounding in my head would explode my skull. 
 
    I began breathing deeply, holding it for three seconds and then slowly letting my breath out. I did it several times, trying to breath even deeper and make the exhale a little longer each time—finally, I felt my heart begin slowing down, and the throbbing in my head receded. I found, now that I could think again, that my eyesight was horribly blurry and there was a funny taste in my mouth. I hated this, but I endured. 
 
    When I decided I was going to live, I concentrated, trying to peer past the blurriness in my eyes. The control room was empty. Calidore, Hector and Lee were gone. 
 
    Why had the doctor left me behind? 
 
    I groaned as I raised my hands. They felt numb and useless. 
 
    I suppose I could explain each painful attempt and drag out the process, but I will forgo that. It is enough to realize that it took me an hour, at least, to make my hands unbuckle my restraints. I shoved up out of the chair after that, the blurriness simply a nuisance at this point and the headache a dull throb that I had begun to ignore. 
 
    I realized I did not float, but the gravitational pull was minute. That would mean—the alien ship! The shuttle must have landed on it. Calidore had said the ship’s size was about a quarter the size of the Moon, and thus it would have a gravitational pull due to its mass. 
 
    That was all basic science that I had read and learned from Paris Roan and my teachers. So don’t be surprised that a so-called barbarian knew these things. There had simply been too many books in the pre-nuclear-war world for those who thirsted after learning to remain ignorant. 
 
    I stood in the control room, inhaling and exhaling with deliberation, gathering my resolve. If it had taken me an hour to get my body functioning again, I had to presume that the shuttle was empty. In that time, wouldn’t someone have entered the control room to see how I was doing? 
 
    I looked around. There was no weapon lying around. Then I remembered my knife. It was in the sheath on my belt. I did not draw it, but I drew comfort from having it. I was a trained Wolf Clan warrior, and I was armed after a fashion. 
 
    I noticed a red flashing light on the control panel. I shifted there, walking tentatively so I didn’t propel myself up against the ceiling. After studying the board, I tapped an obvious switch. 
 
    The screen flickered on. It showed a drifting voyager. There was something wrong with it, but I couldn’t immediately tell what. Then it registered. The forward living quarters had been smashed, half of it missing. 
 
    Did that mean everyone aboard the Chin Corporation voyager was dead? It seemed probable. 
 
    I studied it longer, seeing if I could glean any further information from it. Yes… The two shuttles were gone. Maybe some of the Chin Corporation crew had escaped. 
 
    I turned around, heading for the hatch, wondering what I’d find in the other compartments. I drew my knife and slowly opened the hatch, peering through into the next compartment. I heard nothing and saw nothing moving. 
 
    Tentatively, I eased into the compartment. By careful degrees, I scouted the interior of the shuttle. The battlesuits were gone. I went to each cell. They were empty—no Allan Corporation people nor Calidore or my arm guards. 
 
    Had Calidore taken Hector and Lee with him when he left the shuttle? 
 
    I searched for lockers, soon finding an exit hatch and then the lockers. I opened the locker, finding three spacesuits. Before taking one, I carefully searched the shuttle one more time. I did not find any other suit lockers, although I did find a weapons locker. There, I appropriated a laser rifle, grabbing its energy pack and power line. 
 
    Why had Calidore left me behind? Was I certain Calidore had forced the others to accompany him? How could I know any of those things for sure? 
 
    I had questions and only one way of discovering the answers. Resolutely, I marched back to the suit locker and donned a spacesuit. I found a place to attach the laser energy pack and hooked the power line to both unit and rifle. I studied the rifle for a time and flicked a few switches. 
 
    I felt the rifle vibrate, pointed it at an interior machine and pulled the trigger. The tip glowed and a red laser beamed out, beginning to melt the alloy. I released the trigger and the red beam quit. 
 
    I found myself grinning tightly. I had a tech weapon, and now I knew it worked. 
 
    I donned the helmet and twisted it until I heard it lock. Checking the interior displays as the authorities had taught me, I saw that I had several hours of air. As a precaution, I took more tanks, hooking them together in a sling so I could carry them over my back. This was it then. I entered the airlock and began the procedures as I’d seen others do. I worked methodically and slowly. There was no sense making a stupid mistake and dying. Space seemed horribly unforgiving. It was like hunting a grizzly alone; one wrong action could kill. 
 
    Finally, I turned a wheel and opened the outer hatch, finding myself on the outer shell of the alien ship—if Calidore was accurate concerning that. The surface looked like moon rock, at least the moon rocks I’d viewed in ancient NASA picture books. 
 
    I felt giddy. I was in space with the stars gleaming everywhere. Carefully, I left the shuttle airlock and stepped out onto the rocky surface. I noticed footprints on dust, many of them, and began following. 
 
    In time, I looked back and froze. There, hanging in the heavens, was the blue Earth, my home. My breath caught in my throat. Calidore believed this alien ship represented an extinction-level threat to my homeworld. I felt anger well up along with grim determination. I was here. It was therefore my duty and privilege to fight for my people and planet. 
 
    With that, I increased my pace, soon learning to use a gliding step. If I jumped too hard, I might reach the ship’s escape velocity and drift in space until I ran out of air and died. 
 
    I saw no sign of Chin Corporation people or other shuttles, but soon I saw smooth alien structures like monoliths on the horizon. The sight put a lump in my throat. Alien structures logically meant aliens. Calidore had called them the Avantis. 
 
    My skin pimpled as awe struck. Gripping my laser rifle more tightly, I hurried toward the alien structures, all the time following the mass path of footprints. The structures were huge, as big as the biggest Egyptian pyramid, at least according to the National Geographic picture books I had studied in wagon school back home. 
 
    I glided onward, craning my neck to look up at the intimidating structures. What did they do? Would one open up like a flower and aim a killing device at me? 
 
    I followed the footprints until I reached the biggest structure. There, at the base, I halted, for the mass of footprints simply stopped. 
 
    I scowled inside my helmet. The footprints indicated an opening here. Yet, as Calidore had said before, I saw no seam whatsoever in the smooth metal. 
 
    I stood there, contemplating my next move. Finally, I raised the laser rifle and used the butt to knock against the base of the structure. Nothing happened at all. I kept banging the butt on different areas. I was becoming desperate. Finally, I marched back several steps and beamed the base of the monolith. 
 
    I jumped as a section slid open before me. Sweat pooled on my face and my breathing was ragged. Did I dare enter the darkness? 
 
    Trembling, I glide-walked forward and entered the alien structure… 
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    My odyssey inside the so-called alien ship proved lengthy, daunting and confusing in the extreme. I walked for hours down smooth corridors and would have become hopelessly lost if I hadn’t instinctively followed Wolf Clan custom, going right at each choice. By doing this, I could retrace my steps and find my way out of the ancient object. 
 
    As I’d said earlier, I’d taken the precaution of arming myself with extra oxygen tanks. Thus, as the first one ran out, I replaced it with a fresh tank. I did this a second time, halting and deciding if now was the time to turn around. This was my last tank. If I hurried, I could likely make it back to the shuttle. 
 
    That would be the rational course, and I was just about ready to do that when I came upon the first space-suited body. 
 
    I hurried to the prone person and knelt. At that moment, I heard an eerie whine through my helmet. The whine—the sound struck like a mental thunderbolt. I groaned as bizarre images flashed in my mind. I “saw” giant bats swoop toward me and then acid-spewing lizards scuttled forward across the floor. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, ducking as an acid globule hit the visor and began eating through the clear material. I heard bubbling, smelled a noxious substance. Then, I saw grasshoppers with tiny human heads laughing at me. 
 
    I frowned. Grasshoppers with human heads seemed manifestly impossible inside an ancient ship. That would mean— 
 
    “Delusions,” I whispered, “hallucinations.” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is not real. This is not real.” I silently continued the litany in my head. 
 
    Pain lanced in my mind, and abruptly, the images of spitting lizards, bubbling acid and human-headed grasshoppers ceased. 
 
    My visor wasn’t cloudy, and I breathed normally. I turned the body over and found an intact spacesuit. I tried to revive the person inside, but she was dead. 
 
    Fatalistically, I checked her tank and to my surprise found air. She hadn’t died from a lack of oxygen, but something else—terror from the hallucinations, I supposed. 
 
    Feeling like a ghoul robbing the dead, I detached her tank, deciding to take it with me. The extra air would extend my life. 
 
    I found more bodies the next several hundred yards. All of them had air in their tanks. I transferred the air until my new extra tank was full. 
 
    At that point, I slid down to the floor and considered the situation. This seemed fantastic and hopeless. If the entire asteroid was honeycombed with corridors, I could spend a lifetime down here and find nothing. There must be tens of thousands of miles of corridors. Yet, what would going back accomplish? I had a shuttle but doubted it would have the capacity to reach Terra. And even if I could reach Terra, what would I do if the inhabitants of this alien ship had webbed the planet in some sort of crystalline substance? 
 
    With a grunt, I struggled up to my feet and forced myself forward. Yet, as I did, feelings of uselessness and futility nearly overwhelmed my resolve. 
 
    I found more people in spacesuits lounging against the walls and bulkheads as I’d been doing. Sadly, among them I found Lee McHenry dead against a bulkhead, with his helmet in his gloved hands, as if he’d sat here in despair until his air had run out. 
 
    Like Lee, none of the others had any air left in their tanks. 
 
    It occurred to me that an alien or an alien machine beamed futility rays at my mind. Ah! Hadn’t Calidore called himself a mentalist? Did that not indicate mind powers or strengths, or a scientist who studied the mind? Had Calidore known the Avantis would use mental attacks to halt any intruders inside their ship? 
 
    I frowned. The thoughts seemed like wild leaps of logic. Were those my own thoughts or was some creature or machine inserting them into my mind? 
 
    We of the Wolf Clan did not subscribe to psionic abilities in humans. At least, there hadn’t been any evidence in human history of genuine psionic abilities like telepathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance or other extrasensory perceptions. Still, couldn’t there be advanced science that would alter the mind in various ways that we did not yet understand? One could beam x-rays at a brain and destroy it over time. Surely, other rays could do various things to a brain. 
 
    The desire to sink down and contemplate this was nearly overpowering. Fortunately, there was something in me that refused. I had a task to perform. I wanted to find Doctor Calidore and have words with him as I aimed the laser rifle at his face. Lee McHenry was dead. I blamed Calidore for that. 
 
    Was Hector in trouble? 
 
    I gritted my teeth until my jaw muscles ached. Then, one slow step at a time, I moved forward. It was painful and mind-numbing, but I wasn’t going to quit. I would stop when I died, not a moment sooner. 
 
    “Calidore,” I said, the word harsh in my ears. 
 
    I plodded through the corridors as new terrors tried to overwhelm me. I laughed crazily. I heard women wailing. I saw strange beasts stalking me. Clouds came down as if from a different dimension, with tiny creatures in them intending to devour my suit and then my body. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not real!” I shouted. “This is all illusion!” 
 
    More strangeness attacked my mind. 
 
    “Forget it,” I raved, and then I sprawled in the corridor, hitting the floor. 
 
    That made me blink. Slowly, I turned around and crawled to a space-suited body lying lengthways in the corridor. I rolled it over and found myself staring at a dead and petrified Hector Trask. It took me a moment to realize that his visor was open. 
 
    “Oh, Hector,” I said, choking up. 
 
    I pulled his space-suited body to me, cradling my best friend. We had… 
 
    I released my best friend and gently set him on the floor. Clumsily, I closed his eyes with a gloved hand. Then I climbed to my feet. A terrible loneliness and sadness filled me. I wanted to weep, to wail and gnash my teeth, but I would not. I was the last living Wolf Clan warrior in this monstrosity. I had a duty to my friends, my clan and to the people of Terra. I would mourn later for my good friends. Right now—I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I walked down the corridors, still going right each time. I searched, and I switched tanks some time later. This was truly my last one. When it ran out of air… 
 
    I began to glide forward, moving faster, deciding to risk everything. There was no going back for me. I could not go home again. 
 
    I glided—and the floor opened under my boots. With a yell, with a flailing of my space-suited arms, I plunged into darkness, gaining velocity as I headed deeper into the so-called alien vessel of the Avantis. 
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    I fell into darkness, into an abyss aboard the strange vessel in far orbit around Terra. Suddenly, I felt irresistible tugs and jerks against the laser rifle. I pulled the rifle nearer me, but the force ripped it out of my hands, separating the energy cord from the power unit. Before I could begin to worry about energy seepage, the tugs and jerks tore the spacesuit apart and I gasped a quick breath as it was yanked from my body. The protective garment flew in all directions, disappearing and leaving me defenseless against— 
 
    I had to breathe, only able to hold out for a short time. As I gave up and inhaled, I smelled an oily machine odor and something repulsively chemical that singed my inner nostrils. And yet, it provided my body with relief from the lack of air. 
 
    I coughed explosively, shallow-breathing several times as I choked on the harsh chemicals. I realized my face was wet and my clothes damp. As I fell, I sniffed at a sleeve, and jerked my head back. The chemical odor was stronger there. Had I entered a spray, a cloud of chemicals? Was that some form of alien decontamination? 
 
    We in the post-nuclear-war world knew all about decontamination. 
 
    I continued to breathe and realized that, whatever else happened, this part of the alien ship had a breathable atmosphere. Did that imply that an entity realized I needed such an atmosphere, or was this normal for this part of the ship? 
 
    I felt my body. I had my clothes, and I still had my footwear, my knife and little else. The continuing plunge had dried my clothes. Now, the chemicals in them were a mere irritant to my nostrils. 
 
    At that point, I realized that I was slowing—I could actually feel a force softening my fall. 
 
    There was no returning to the shuttle. I would live or die depending on what happened down here. Could I, a mere human, a barbarian Wolf Clan warrior, stop the alien ship from exterminating humanity? For what other reason did I still live? 
 
    The enormity of my dire situation nearly paralyzed me. Elder Paris Roan might have said I was in mental shock. But I was trained to adjust, to look for an angle. Yes, this was insane to my normal way of viewing life. Yet, it wasn’t really insane, just vastly different from anything I’d conceived ever might be happening to me. Both Hector and Lee were dead. I had seen them. I had witnessed four nuclear-tipped torpedoes destroying four mighty corporation voyagers. I had seen the smashed living quarters of the Sun Tzu. I had listened to Calidore describe a weird technological marvel, whole planets encased in a crystalline structure. 
 
    I licked my lips. One could grow crystals. I had read that somewhere. Thus, if one could grow a thing, it wasn’t impossible to conceive a man growing crystals around a thumbnail-sized marble. It was the extent that awed me—crystals around a planet—not the actual process. 
 
    A process did not change because it covered more mass. It was just harder to accomplish. 
 
    I grimaced, then, as I floated softly in the darkness. I had assured myself of the reality of this event. I accepted it as real and did not let it paralyze me. I was a cog in a vast machine, but even a small cog breaking in the right place could cause a huge machine to stop working. 
 
    That renewed my purpose and the possibility that despite my many handicaps, it was conceivable under the right circumstances that I could save Terra. I had to keep my wits. I had to maintain my courage. I had to be ready for that one moment when I could strike. If the moment never came, well, at least I would choose to be ready if it did come. At this juncture, I was not going to worry about if something could happen. I could not influence that. I would only worry about when, and being ready, about things I could influence. 
 
    That bolstered my morale. If there was an alien, or if Calidore had gained control of this weird alien vessel, I had a chance—however slight—of stopping them or him—or her—from doing their damnest. 
 
    I flexed my fingers as I landed on a pad of some sort. A round soft glow showed me nothing but my feet. I crouched in a fighter’s stance—and I grunted as powerful lights snapped on. They might have blinded me, but I threw up my arms, shielding myself. The lights dimmed. I lowered my arms, noticing that the bulkheads were no longer metal, but pulsated as if I were inside a heart or…or in a whale, like Pinocchio. 
 
    I shuddered at the implications and took a step forward. My gravitational weight had increased. I almost felt normal, as if I stood on Terra. 
 
    The lights were embedded in the pulsating substance. I advanced and dared to touch the pulsating bulkhead—and I snatched my hand back. The moving bulkhead was warm like flesh. I noticed then that the air had a moist quality, high humidity. 
 
    If I cut the bulkhead with my knife, would that cause the entire ship to shudder? 
 
    I waited to experiment, deciding this was a poor time to test such a hypothesis. Instead, I followed the lit path, the only path, as it turned out. 
 
    The floor did not pulsate and it was not warm. I crouched to feel it: metal, an alloy, providing a walkway through the pulsating passage. 
 
    I traveled down the lit path for leagues. My thighs began to burn, and weariness stole some of my former resolve. How long was this passage? 
 
    “Hello?” I shouted. 
 
    There was no answer, but I heard an echo. 
 
    I continued, led by the lighted path, turning into other narrower passages until finally I reached alloy bulkheads again. I looked back, and as I did, the passage disappeared as if a sphincter had closed.  
 
    I did not like the implications. Had I been ejected from the living area of the ship—if that was where I had been—if such a thing existed? 
 
    The light brightened, and I wondered if an intelligent being watched me. Did the brightening imply impatience? 
 
    I continued down the corridors, taking the turns where the light shined. By now, my feet were dragging and I staggered. I was thirsty, and my sides ached. I did not believe that I could continue much longer. 
 
    Just then, the lights led me to a blank wall, another bulkhead. I heard hissing from behind the bulkhead. Abruptly, a section of it slid up. Before me was a wide area with many machines and multicolored control panels. They hummed and computed, but I heard no hissing. Where had that—? 
 
    The hissing was to my right. I went that way and halted in sick horror. I saw a giant  clear cylinder that reminded me of a test tube. There were curved metal pieces on either side of the tube, and I saw the opening at the top was capped. Inside the cylinder, Doctor Calidore writhed in agony as electrical surges burst from the two curved metal pieces and struck his head, the top part where his skull encased his brain. The surges were like mini-lightning bolts. He screamed with his eyes bulging. 
 
    Part of me thought I should rush forward. The saner, wiser part bade me to wait and watch. 
 
    I noticed flickering to my left and turned that way. What I saw shocked me even more deeply. 
 
    A large screen displayed flashing images. I saw men in robes standing before a spinning globe. They appeared to be chanting. That image disappeared, and now I saw a metropolis of steel plinths and pyramids flashing below me as if I were sitting in a flying car. That image also disappeared. Now, there was a beautiful woman with green skin, dancing before men lying on giant pillows while drinking cocktails. Once more, the image vanished, and now I saw what looked like a T-Rex reach down and gulp a running man whole, causing him to vanish down the dinosaur’s gullet. I saw long-fingered hands working on a computer slate. There was a reflection on the tiny screen, and I saw Doctor Calidore’s face frowning with concentration as he fixed the device. 
 
    There were more images, each flashing onscreen for an instant before going away. A few more of them showed Calidore. I realized I was seeing images as from a man’s eyes. They flashed by so quickly— 
 
    I swiveled back to stare at Calidore in the giant test tube, writhing in agony as the electrical discharges surged from the metal curved around the cylinder and struck his brain. 
 
    Slowly, I looked back at the flickering images on the screen. I saw another screen on a spaceship, showing the stars. 
 
    That’s when I noticed the other in the chamber with Calidore and me. It was a creature of sorts, a hideous thing with black rubbery skin, a giant slug perhaps, with a single eyestalk. On the stalk was its only apparent eye, watching the flickering images on the screen. 
 
    Was that thing an Avanti? I dearly hoped not. But it must be a creature, an alien, an intelligent entity. 
 
    The eye on the stalk whipped around, and it leaned toward me. 
 
    I shivered in dread. 
 
    Tentacles appeared, oozing upward from the giant slug mass, and they tapped controls. 
 
    The electrical discharges from the curved metal ceased. The metal prongs moved away from where they had been around the test tube. I could not see what held them. They sank out of sight. 
 
    Inside the cylinder, Calidore slumped in exhaustion. How long had he been inside there? His eyes snapped open, and he glared when he saw me. 
 
    “You,” he said, his voice muffled by the glass, or whatever the test tube was composed of. It surprised me I could hear anything through it. 
 
    I looked to see what the alien was doing, but it was gone. How had the giant slug-thing managed to disappear so fast? 
 
    I was too freaked out to try to figure it out. Instead, I regarded Calidore again. 
 
    He concentrated, and his eyes seemed to swirl with power. I felt lethargy overcome my mind, and I frowned. 
 
    “Are…are you doing this?” I asked. 
 
    He stared more intently, and then he indicated a bank of machines. I felt a strong compulsion to go to the machine and see if I could free the doctor. 
 
    Instead of obeying the compulsion, I stubbornly remained rooted where I stood. 
 
    “Obey me,” Calidore said in a commanding way. 
 
    I wanted to, but something in me resisted. I shook my head. 
 
    He scowled, and it looked as if he was gathering power to increase his command. Then his shoulders slumped, and he said, “Please release me. I’ll reward you beyond your wildest dreams if you do.” 
 
    I frowned as I considered his offer. Then, I realized how corny it sounded and shook my head again. 
 
    “Who are you?” Calidore shouted. “You’re no Terran. Do you control the Arch Ship?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer. Before I could begin doing so, I witnessed one of the most gruesome sights of my life. 
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    Calidore must have seen something, for he looked up sharply. The doctor cringed before throwing his hands up above his head and shouting for mercy. 
 
    “No, no, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have harmed your structures. It wasn’t my fault. The others made me do it.” 
 
    The top of the cylinder was moving away, and a metal cap like a helmet had begun descending from somewhere in the darkness up there. Nothing visible moved the cylinder plug or the helmet, but I assumed I simply didn’t understand the technology that did it. 
 
    The helmet halted, and the cylinder plug recapped the test tube opening. The curved metal things reappeared along the glassy sides. 
 
    Calidore looked upon them in horror. “Just ask me,” he pleaded. “I’ll tell you what you want to know. There’s no need to force it from me.” 
 
    Electrical discharges sizzled from the curved metal plates, the lines of power again striking the doctor’s upper head. 
 
    I turned and looked at the screen. I saw the same circle of robed men around the strange spinning globe. They were in a cavern. I looked closer. The men raised their hands as if they worshiped the spinning globe. I had a sense that they were doing something unseen. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Calidore managed to pant. “They’re the culprits. They’re the ones who yearn for knowledge.” 
 
    The scene on the screen changed. I looked upon a dais. Three men in robes sat there, scowling down at me—at Calidore, I realized. I was seeing all this through his memories, through his sight. 
 
    The center man spoke. I heard nothing, but he seemed angry. 
 
    “They cast me out.” Calidore wept inside the test tube. “They said I did not adhere to their philosophies. I had broken my vows, they said, and attempted to corrupt their assembly. They accused me of heresy, said I did not belong in their august company. Can you imagine the shame I felt, the bitterness against them? I decided later that I would show them. I would find the ancient Avantis—you, I suppose—and use your wisdom to return in power. Of course, they look for you, too. They seek the ancient ways—” 
 
    Calidore abruptly stopped talking, and he cringed again in the test tube. 
 
    I felt it, too—anger, maybe even rage. It was palpable, seething in the air. Perhaps it was a mental projection and I sensed it. Soon, though, the anger ceased, and I sensed curiosity, a need to know…to know… what? I’m not sure. 
 
    Calidore must have known. “It’s obvious,” he said. “They look for ancient ruins, Avanti ruins, and for the ones called the Masters.” 
 
    For a moment, then, I sensed fear. That stopped, and I had the odd impression of a conversation. It was not with us, but amongst themselves, whoever controlled the alien ship, the “Arch Ship,” as Calidore had called it earlier. 
 
    “Do you see now?” Calidore shouted from in the test tube. “I’m not the one to blame. I’m—” 
 
    The electrical discharges stopped, and the curved metal plates floated away again, disappearing somewhere in the floor. 
 
    Calidore sagged, perhaps in relief. 
 
    The top of the cylinder lifted once more, and he flinched. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “Didn’t you hear me? It wasn’t my fault. They threw me out. They did even more than that. They disowned me, removing most of my modifications. I had reached the Eleventh Degree, and controlled eight sensitivities, three energies, two projections, a nullification, two lethal emanations. And I had an anti-fatigue gland, and the ability to survive over an hour in a de-oxygenated atmosphere. They took all that from me, when I had labored endless years to reach so high. By doing that, they as good as forced me to hunt for the ancient treasures so I could redeem myself against them. They’re your hidden enemies, not me. Now that I understand your real greatness, I would never think to do anything again to displease you—” 
 
    His desperate pleading cut off as the helmet entered the top of the cylinder. 
 
    “No!” Calidore howled. “Please don’t do this to me, please, please, please.” 
 
    He tried to throw his arms up. A hidden force kept them from rising higher than his shoulders. He threw his head from side to side until, it seemed, invisible clamps held his head in place. Slowly, the helmet, shaped like an ancient Spartan helmet, although without eye or mouth holes, slipped over Doctor Calidore’s entire head. 
 
    I heard humming, a machine noise. It increased in volume. The louder it hummed, the more Calidore’s body shivered and shook. 
 
    He howled again from within the helmet, muffled even more, of course. He sounded like a lost soul in Hell. He wept, and then his body went rigid. 
 
    I watched in horror as his body began to shrivel in upon itself. It was as if the helmet drew the substance out of his entire body and sucked it up through the thing around his head. Finally, Doctor Calidore was nothing more than a dry husk of his former self. 
 
    Abruptly, his regular-sized head plopped out of the helmet. The grotesque paper-thin body and full-sized head collapsed to the bottom of the cylinder. With a whoosh, a hot flame devoured everything, the stench drifting through the room. 
 
    I gagged, heaving the contents of my stomach. I never wanted to witness such a thing again. Poor Doctor Calidore, what a miserable end to a— 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “What’s happening?” 
 
    An invisible force grabbed me. I could feel pressure all along my body, including my arms and legs. It lifted me. 
 
    Was the ship or, rather, were its aliens going to put me in that tube? I dreaded the idea and desperately tried to struggle. I was unable, as the invisible force had gripped me too tightly. 
 
    I floated toward the tube and moaned in dread. But the force took me past the awful tube and toward a sudden opening in the wall. I left the horror chamber and began to drift elsewhere, carried along by the force. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I shouted. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, ready to shout and plead just as I’d seen Calidore do. A tiny voice—an inner voice—asked me how that had helped the doctor. 
 
    I exhaled without shouting, without pleading. I reaffirmed who I was, Jason Bain, a warrior of the Wolf Clan of Nevada. I had passed the manhood tests, ready to go into the greater world and seek to advance the knowledge of our clan. I had trained in combat arts. I knew how to think. If ever there was a moment made for contemplation, this was it. 
 
    I was trapped in a supposedly ancient Arch Ship of the Avantis. I had just witnessed a terrible end to Doctor Calidore. I might die soon in some horrific manner. But that didn’t mean I had to wail like a coward. As a man thinks, so is he. I was a warrior. I would therefore act like one, and even more importantly, I was a man. 
 
    I decided in that moment to meet my fate stoically and to fight against it if I could manage. What I would not do was die a thousand deaths, which, “they” said a coward did. The same “they” said a brave man only died once. 
 
    I hardened my resolve as I was borne deeper into the alien vessel.  
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    It was one thing to resolve an action. It was another matter to follow through with it. Unfortunately, I did not have long to prepare myself. 
 
    I entered a dimly lit chamber with a massive chest in the center. Tubes and lines snaked to it. Perhaps “chest” was the wrong word; maybe “ancient sarcophagus” would be more descriptive. It had that feel. 
 
    As I drifted toward it, the ancient sarcophagus opened. I expected it to creak, but it did not. It glowed inside, and I noted a depression where a body would go. 
 
    The force shifted me into a horizontal position, maneuvering me so I entered the damned thing. I tried to struggle, but it did not help. The force set me into the depression. That part was warm, and I did not like it. Worse, I noticed spikes in the top part. They were finger-length, and I counted thirty of them before I made myself stop counting. 
 
    The top with all of those spikes began closing upon me. 
 
    I panted until I regained control of myself. As an act of courage, I forced myself to stare at the spikes descending toward me as the giant lid closed. 
 
    That nearly unmanned me. I wanted to howl, to whimper and plead. Instead, I held my breath— 
 
    Despite my best resolve, I gasped in pain as the thirty-plus spikes plunged into me; legs, torso and arms. The intensity of the pain—I surged and wriggled as fluids and who knew what other substances were injected through the spikes into my body. I felt hot fire and numbing cold in turns. The agony increased, rising in pitch, and it tore a grunt from me and a moan of agony. 
 
    That was the last I remembered. The agony surely drove me unconscious, and for that, I was grateful. There at the end, I’d almost howled. 
 
    I never learned what my resolve had gained me, but I do know that I dreamed most strangely. It was surreal at first, and then I felt as if it was reality. Surely, this was not the case, however. 
 
    In my dream, I drifted as a spirit through many parts of the Arch Ship. I saw technical marvels and thought to see giant slug monsters with eyestalks and tentacles instead of hands. I knew then, in my dream, that those creatures were not the Avantis. They were servants, biologically created things. I paused in my dream before a giant screen. There I saw Terra, but it wasn’t as I recalled seeing it while walking on the ship’s surface. I saw space creatures, like spiders, that were spinning a substance from their bodies. This substance was crystalline when it hardened. In any case, these tens of thousands of space creatures wove a crystalline web around my homeworld. That would hold the plants, birds, fishes, animals and people in suspended animation, I somehow knew. They would not die, but they would not live, either, until someone broke the crystalline substance in such a way as to regenerate life. This was an ancient process and had happened many times in the distant past when the Masters had invaded our part of the Milky Way Galaxy. 
 
    Why had it happened? I did not know. Perhaps the crystalline process was meant to preserve life. Maybe it was a zoological process. Maybe this was a pattern with a sinister purpose; the Avantis cataloged and did something…deeper and viler with their test subjects. 
 
    Why would I dream like this? I was beginning to find it confusing. Why had I been put into the technological sarcophagus with the horrible spikes? 
 
    With dreamlike clarity, I realized the sarcophagus—the enhancer, my mind suddenly knew—had strengthened me for the coming ordeal. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said in my dream. 
 
    The dream shifted. I stood on the floor in a vast room with many shadows and dark recesses around me. I felt small and insignificant. Then, a shining thing with a humanoid shape approached me. The shining one was beautiful and elegant, and it—no, she—also seemed immaterial. Was she an angel or a— 
 
    “You are called Jason Bain,” she said in a musical voice. 
 
    Maybe she was an Avanti, or maybe the alien used her machines to find an image in my mind that would awe me. Was I dreaming still, or was this a ghostly reality, manufactured by drugs perhaps or mind machines of inordinate complexity and power? Perhaps the method didn’t matter, only that the alien of the Arch Ship communicated with me. 
 
    “You are correct, Jason Bain. I am communicating directly with you.” 
 
    “What are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I am old as you conceive such things. I have slept for many millenniums, for many turnings of the galaxy. How I fell into this suspended animation, I have yet to discover. I wonder if I am alone now. I wonder if the Great War…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “None of these things matter to you, Terran. I must study. I must think. That will take time, much time.” 
 
    “What did you do to my planet?” 
 
    “Reserved it as I contemplate,” she said. “I will run tests later as you perceived. Until then, your star system is off-limits to everyone. That should not prove difficult to enforce. Few of your stellar neighbors even know about humanity. There must be a reason for that. I must learn that reason.” 
 
    “Does the reason include the Masters, do you think?” 
 
    “Worm of a man, do not pepper me with questions about matters you cannot possibly understand. Know that I have found you to be valiant and stubborn. You could not have passed the outer defenses otherwise. The one you call Calidore represents a potential threat to my peace. His kind goes rooting through ancient ruins, seeking relics of power. They are eager for mastery and realize the one true way to obtain it is to expand their minds. I refer, of course, to the ones Calidore calls mentalists.” 
 
    “He asked me if I knew who they were.” 
 
    “Calidore must have recognized, however dimly, your potential. I have strengthened your mind and body. You are not like before. You are to hunt down the mentalists and slay them, Jason Bain.” 
 
    “Why must I?” 
 
    “You will do as I have programmed you to do. Through Calidore, they have already committed horrendous damage to one of my few working stations.” 
 
    “You mean the one on Titan?” 
 
    “Did I not say you shall not question me on matters that do not concern you? Or is it that you seek to learn the lessons that Calidore learned in the end?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then cease your prattle and listen. The mentalists offend me. I am sending you to cause them grief as I contemplate my next action. This will take time, time for me to fully awaken. Perhaps the rise of the mentalists heralds something new and sinister in the galaxy, and I have awakened to forestall such a thing. Perhaps Terra shall be my new experiment. I have forgotten why I parked in your star system so long ago. There was damage—it doesn’t matter to you. That I ramble in your presence tells me that all is not right with the Arch Ship and even possibly with me. That will change. Oh, by the Great War, that will change indeed.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you’re going to send me…into the Orion Arm, I suppose.” 
 
    “You have a small purpose, Jason Bain. But it shall begin in an Ahn of Time. Never fear, I am arming you with a suitable weapon—knowledge. I have decided on an ironic manifestation of this. I have lost so much. I no longer know everything. Yet, even now, these upstart mentalists are violating a ‘ruin.’ There you will start, and possibly, there you will end. Are you ready, Jason Bain?” 
 
    “How can I be ready? Little of what you’re saying makes sense to me. I have a counterproposal for you. Free Terra and I’ll gladly be your agent in this.” 
 
    “You already are my agent.” 
 
    “I will willingly do your bidding.” 
 
    “You already are going to obey the parameters of the mission that I have set you.” 
 
    “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “What does it concern?” 
 
    “This knowledge you spoke about.” 
 
    “There is no need to ask. Here is the tool.” 
 
    In that strange moment, a giant slug slithered forward with its single eyestalk bowed in a reverent manner. Two tentacles were forward as it carried a small box with a strap. The metal box was the size of an ancient VCR cassette I’d once found in the ruins of Old Barstow. 
 
    “This is a sentient computer,” the shining one told me. “It can also act as a scanner. Primarily, however, the tool will give you knowledge.” 
 
    “May I ask how it is sentient?” 
 
    “You should have already deduced that. In a chamber, you witnessed Calidore’s interrogation. At the end of the proceedings, a digitizer recorded Calidore’s mentality, his predilections, his understandings and memories. In a word, his soul transferred to the sentient computer slate in your hands. The ship installed several slave programs so he cannot inform a mentalist, or an agent of a mentalist, about anything that he has discovered here. If such an event occurs, a failsafe will delete Calidore’s digital soul. Since Calidore was and is a crafty and essentially dishonest personality, the ship also installed a pain button on the slate. It is the small red button in back.” 
 
    I turned the small slate over and saw the button. 
 
    “Press the button and it will induce pain to Calidore’s persona,” the shining one said. “That will prod him to answer or speak as you suggest.” 
 
    “This is your ironic tool?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you not find it so?” 
 
    I thought about it and nodded. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said. “Therefore, it is time to begin.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Let us bargain, you and I.” 
 
    “No,” she said, snapping her ethereal fingers. 
 
    The force I’d felt before pressed around me again. It picked me off the floor and whisked me through many corridors. Finally, the force set me on a round disc, with another just like it above me. I sensed complex machinery pulsating and eager to activate. 
 
    Dreamily, I noticed a slug creature at a control panel, first watching me and then its panel. 
 
    “What happens now?” I asked. 
 
    Tentacles appeared, and the creature manipulated its controls. 
 
    I heard a strange sound and reality began to fade away. I saw sparkling and then I felt oddly disembodied. At that point, all I can remember was a terrible feeling of motion, incredible motion and distance. It was the last thing I would recall from the Arch Ship. 
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    I awoke under a pink sky and found that incredibly disorienting. There were white clouds as I’d seen in Nevada. The clouds were wispy and drifting slowly although visibly to my eye. 
 
    I swallowed uneasily as I saw two faint moons outlined in what I assumed was the daylight sky. Two moons. I had never seen two moons from Terra. The enormity of that washed over me in a sickening rush. I was not on Terra, but I was definitely on a planet. That meant— 
 
    I remembered the Arch Ship, the ethereal shining angel or whatever she was , giant slug aliens with tentacles and eyestalks. I recalled Hector Trask lying dead in an ancient corridor with his helmet visor open. Lee McHenry, also dead, in a spacesuit. Four voyagers—Calidore, I remembered Doctor Calidore! 
 
    I sat up, and I expected a moment of dizziness. That did not happen. As I sat up, a thing fell off me and onto the red rock around me. I frowned at the thing. It had a carrying strap and a large screen, given its VCR cassette size. I stared at a small red button on its back…the pain inducer. 
 
    I scrambled off the red rock, not wanting to deal with a digitized Dr. Calidore just yet. I scanned around me, noting the heat that radiated from a small intense ball in the sky. That must be a star, a different type of star than Terra’s Sun. 
 
    I looked around as I turned in a slow circle. In one direction were mountains of red rock with green tufts of growth, I suspected, dotted on their cliffs. There was nothing inviting about the mountains. Left of the mountains was a forest of giant ferns like in the Age of the Dinosaurs. That must indicate moisture—water, I imagined—over there. That could also mean dangerous wild animals or poisonous plants. Directly opposite the Red Mountains— 
 
    I inhaled sharply. I saw boxlike structures piled one on top of another in the distance. Was it a box city perhaps, constructed by madmen without a sense of rhyme or reason? The city hadn’t caused my surprise, however. 
 
    Quite a ways from the city, and in front of it in relation to me, was a large thing resting on four giant struts on a field of sand. I spied a ramp coming down from the—I realized then that I had already assumed it was a space vehicle that had landed on this planet. If that was a space vehicle, and if the intelligence in the Arch Ship had sent me here to hurt the mentalists, it seemed reasonable to conclude that I was looking at a mentalist spaceship. 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the intense sunlight, scanning the relatively flat and sandy area around the ship. I did not see any ground vehicles, any riding animals or even people or aliens moving about. I looked around in the sky, but did not see birds, air-cars or anything moving there, either. 
 
    Finally, I shut my eyes, rubbed them, and opened them. The Red Mountains, the box city, the spaceship all remained as before. Why then did they seem unreal to me? There was something…dreamy, ethereal or ghostly about them. They did not shimmer or fade, but the process by which a person knew reality when he saw it was lacking with those objects. 
 
    I pinched myself until I squirmed under the pain. I deemed myself awake. I did not feel as if I was dreaming. My breathing had increased its rate, and so had my heart. Deliberately, I forced myself to calm down as I breathed slowly. 
 
    The ancient ship in far orbit around Terra had used a method of transportation that could apparently cross light years. Had the Arch Ship beamed me as a form of light? That would necessitate that I’d been traveling at the speed of light. Time dilation— 
 
    Expelling pent-up air, I reached down and picked up my sentient computer slate. I turned it over, but it seemed powerless. 
 
    I shook the slate. “Dr. Calidore,” I said, feeling silly and self-conscious saying that. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Nothing happened. The slate remained off. 
 
    I turned it around and around in my hands, searching for an on/off switch. I tapped the screen. I shook it harder. Finally, using my left-hand thumb, I pressed the red button on back. 
 
    The computer slate lit up immediately and, in the voice of Dr. Calidore, it screamed as if in agony. I remembered that horrible sound from the clear cylinder in the Arch Ship. 
 
    I removed my thumb from the pain button. 
 
    “Don’t do that again,” the slate said in Calidore’s voice. 
 
    I did not consider myself superstitious, but this was too much. I dropped the slate as if I’d just realized it was something poisonous. 
 
    “Hey,” it said from the ground. “Why did you drop me on the rock?” 
 
    I stared at the slate, taking two steps back. 
 
    “Oh” it said. “This is interesting. I have a metered power source, and—whoa, look at this. I can scan my surroundings.” 
 
    The slate made a bip sound. 
 
    “Humanoid of Terran origin,” the slate said. “Wait a minute. I know you. You’re Jason Bain, a Wolf Clan warrior from the Nevada Territory.” 
 
    The slate abruptly quit talking. 
 
    I licked dry lips, horrified by the sentient computer slate that spoke in Dr. Calidore’s voice. 
 
    “What happened to me?” the slate said. “I remember…being in a cylinder. I’d reached the… Why can’t I say what I reached?” 
 
    “You’ve been digitized,” I said. 
 
    There were more bip, bip, bip sounds from the slate. “Where’s my body? Are you saying it’s gone?” Before I could answer, the slate said, “Here we go. I wonder why I didn’t notice this before. I’m going to access this file…” 
 
    Seconds later, the slate cursed profoundly and profusely. “I’m a computer,” it finished. “I’m files of unbelievably compressed programs. According to this, the files hold my personality, my being and soul. This is…this is… I must ponder this. I can’t understand why I’m not raving. Maybe since I no longer inhabit an emotional and adrenaline-fueled wet-body form, I can reason clearly. And I have just decided that the injustice of my position is intolerable. I have absolutely no motive ability. I am shutting down. Do not wake me again, or I shall engineer your destruction.” 
 
    The lights in the sentient computer slate powered down, leaving it inert. 
 
    I debated leaving the computer slate on the rock, but picked it up nonetheless and slung the strap over my left shoulder. 
 
    Should I head for the spaceship, the city—? 
 
    I heard a faint cry and jerked my head up. My jaw dropped and I stood opened-mouthed. Two slender projectiles shot down from one of the thicker drifting clouds. I watched them in astonishment, as they grew larger and became discernable. And for some reason, they struck me as more real than the box city or the spaceship. 
 
    They were sleds or planks of sorts. A man lay prone on each, his hands gripping handlebars and seemingly steering the thing. Yes, I noticed an exhaust nozzle at the end of each flyer. The sleds had stubby little wings on each side and a tiny curved windshield in front. I noticed the tanks on the bottom attached to the nozzle. 
 
    It was then I heard machine-gun chatter. Seconds later, bullets ricocheted off the rocks around me. The sleds—the two men—were firing at me. 
 
    Without thinking it through, I broke into a sprint, racing for an outcropping of nearby boulders. As I ran, I heard another stitch of machine-gun fire. This time, bullets smashed into my body from behind, hurling me to the ground. I bounced, tried to get up and run away, and shuddered as grim lethargy took hold. 
 
    The flyers had shot me. I don’t know how many bullets had hit. I shuddered again as my eyesight dimmed. A terrible lance of pain struck, and I opened my eyes wide. But that was my final act as everything vanished, sights, sounds, smells, all sensations abruptly— 
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    Horrible, gut-wrenching, lightning-bolt-like pain woke me from my stupor. I groaned on hot sand and felt the sun beating down on me. 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t know where I was or what had happened to me. Then everything slammed home with brutal clarity. I was far from Terra, far from the Solar System. I’d reached a planet with a pink sky—and sky-men had riddled my body with bullets. 
 
    I should be dead; maybe I was mortally wounded. 
 
    I opened my eyes, my eyelashes flicking sand—SAND? I’d fallen onto red rock like the mountains. How could I be laying on sand? 
 
    I stared at the sand up close, realizing someone or something must have dragged me onto sand. Had the sky-men dropped down to drag my body after looting it? 
 
    I groaned as I tried to move, for at precisely that instant, the lightning-like bolts of agony ripped through my body once again. I shuddered, wanting to scream at the pain. Luckily, I remembered my former resolve to act stoically. 
 
    I bit my lips, bringing blood as the ripping agony tore through me again and again. I could not stand this. Were the sky-men torturing me? 
 
    I struggled to understand, found myself panting and sweating, and I promptly fainted as the ripping agony lessened to some degree. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, it was dark. I could feel the sand particles brushing my eyelashes. So, I knew my eyes were open. I waited for the agony, but that did not happen. Despite everything, I actually felt good, whole. I breathed deeply. Yes. For a man riddled with bullets, I felt remarkably spry. 
 
    That made no sense whatsoever. I should be near death, but perhaps the tormenting sky-men had mended my wounds for reasons of their own. 
 
    I brought my hands around and put my palms on the cool sand. With a grunt, I pushed up, using my torso and legs to swing around to a sitting position. I blinked. I was sitting on a sea of sand, particles drifting in the moonlight. 
 
    I craned my neck, looking up. There were two moons, pockmarked objects high in the night sky. Stars blazed in profusion, and they seemed wrong. I frowned. Likely, the constellations I was used to seeing were gone. Foreign star patterns filled the alien sky. 
 
    Using the light of the two moons, I observed the sea of sand. There was no box city in the distance, no spaceship on four struts—I twisted around. My head swayed in surprise. There were the mountains I remembered. They looked suspiciously like the same formations I’d seen earlier. 
 
    As a warrior, a hunter, I’d honed an innate ability to see a thing, and remember it when I saw it again. 
 
    I’d seen that same mountain formation the first time I’d looked around. Yet—I turned in the opposite direction. I had seen a box city that first time, but now there was nothing. 
 
    It struck me then that I’d thought the city, the forest of ferns to the side and the spaceship as ghostly-looking or unreal in some manner. Yet, I’d also thought the mountains had an unreal quality. 
 
    What was going on? Was I perhaps still on the Arch Ship, experiencing memories the Avanti inserted into my mind? 
 
    I inhaled. The air felt supremely real. I slapped the sand. It was there. But the bullets in me— 
 
    I examined my garments, finding them whole, and then remembered the bullets had hit my back. I slipped off my shirt—and froze in horror as I spied bullet holes in back. And those were definitely bullet holes. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, reaching back, feeling for holes or scars. I couldn’t quite reach that far. I tore off my boots and pants, and saw three bullet holes in the back of my left pant leg. I twisted around and examined the back of that leg. It was smooth, without wounds of any sort. But the holes in my pants— 
 
    I noticed something glittery on the sand. Bending down I counted seven metal lumps, expended bullets, clearly. 
 
    Sweat slicked my brow. I had bullet holes in my garments. There were expended lumps of metal on the sand, but I did not have any injuries or scars on my person. 
 
    With a thump, I sat down on the cool sand. Then, like a man in a dream, I put on my clothes. I had to use my reason. I had to think this through. 
 
    The angel in the Arch Ship had told me that she’d changed me. That had happened in the sarcophagus. The spikes had injected me with substances. She said that  she’d strengthened me—my body, and my mind, too. 
 
    I recalled the agony earlier. It had felt like nothing I’d experienced before. Could my body heal better? Could I repair damaged tissues better than before? 
 
    I felt inordinately hungry. Only these astonishing revelations had kept me from realizing that sooner. If I could heal from bullet wounds, could my body work out foreign objects like lumps of lead? 
 
    Back on Terra, I’d gotten slivers in my fingers before. After a day or two, the area around the sliver became inflamed as my body rejected the tiny shard of wood. If I pressed the edges of the pus-filled wound, I could often force the sliver of wood from my finger. Perhaps the Avanti had changed my body like that. 
 
    I swallowed uneasily. 
 
    Back on Terra, scabs could become incredibly itchy. That usually meant they were healing. Maybe the Avanti had changed my body so it could heal from otherwise mortal wounds, but the cost was incredible agony. I would bet the body would use up fuel—water and food—at a greater rate as it did these things. 
 
    Under the moonlight, I lifted up my shirt and examined my torso. My ribs showed starkly. My muscles were not as full as I recalled they should be. Yes. My body must have been devouring fat, tissues and muscle to repair the tissue damage the bullets had caused. 
 
    I needed to eat. I needed to eat and drink a lot! 
 
    Under the light of two moons, I nodded. I’d figured out why I’d survived and the reason for the terrible pain earlier. How, then, could I explain the lack of both box city and spaceship? What had happened to the rock around me? Where had all this sand come from? 
 
    I had no quick and easy answer for that. The reality of the sand did substantiate the idea or feeling I’d had earlier that much of what I’d seen hadn’t been real. 
 
    I had not felt that way about the sky-men, though. 
 
    It was time to ask my sentient computer. I looked around, but I couldn’t spy the slate. 
 
    “Calidore,” I called. “Where are you?” 
 
    The computer entity, the digitized Calidore, did not respond. 
 
    I looked around and began to dig. There was no sign of the computer, no sign anyone had been here. Hmmm…with the shifting sand, such evidence would soon disappear. 
 
    Had the sky-men alighted and picked up the computer? The bullet lumps on the sand proved the existence of the sky-men, their airborne sleds and particularly their machine guns. 
 
    What should I do? I was alone in a desert, an emaciated wreck. I checked, and found that my knife was missing. I still wore the sheath, though. 
 
    That confirmed that the sky-men had alighted. They’d no doubt taken Calidore and stolen my knife. Likely, they had left me for dead, a reasonable conclusion given the evidence of their eyes. 
 
    I peered around at the sand, slowly turning in a circle. I saw something in the far distance, a flicker—a fire? I almost broke into a trot to reach the fire. Instead, I steadied myself, nodded, and began trekking toward what I hoped was a group of people willing to help a stranger in a strange land. 
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    I was even more exhausted than I’d realized and was soon reeling across the sand. It occurred to me that I’d made an assumption I would find men at the fire, humans at the very least. Then, I told myself of course I expected people. There were two reasons for that. One, Dr. Calidore had come from out here, and he’d been human enough. I’d also seen two men, humanoids at the least, on their sky-sleds. 
 
    I thus continued on my lonely, reeling trek. Far too long a time later, I approached the fire. It had become blurry by this time, and I began to doubt my senses. 
 
    Hooded and robed individuals sat around a fire. I could hear logs pop and saw a cascade of sparks shoot up. One of the robed fellows got up and tossed another log on the fire. 
 
    Behind him, them—behind the fire—was an ancient sailing ship such as I’d seen in National Geographic books. It had planks like a ship Christopher Columbus might have used crossing the Atlantic Ocean. It had three upright poles for sails, and yardarms where the sails were presently tied. 
 
    I halted, taking stock, frightened suddenly that this was a hallucination. Had the desert once been the bottom of a great sea? Was I seeing images of things that had been? No. If it had been a seabed, I should be seeing weeds or fish swimming about. Maybe I wasn’t thinking clearly. 
 
    Yet, I saw the sailing ship clearly enough. It wasn’t exactly like Columbus’s ship the Santa Maria. It wasn’t as big and didn’t have the high poop or stern castles as those ships had possessed. This was more like a pre-nuclear-war-era yacht that a billionaire might have owned. 
 
    I licked my lips. There was one other critical difference. This sailing ship had gigantic tires, maybe six or seven feet high. They looked like big air-filled tires, what I knew as balloon tires. I counted three of them on this side and suspected there were three others on the opposite side. In other words, the sailing ship seemed designed for crossing a vast desert through wind power. 
 
    That meant I wasn’t going insane and did not appear to be hallucinating. Given those conditions, I continued staggering toward the fire— 
 
    A man shouted. It was a human sound of alarm, a welcome sound to me. Those around the fire jumped up. The warning man in his desert robe pointed into the darkness in my direction. 
 
    Those around the fire whipped back their cloaks, drawing long curved knives. A few drew long-barreled pistols with what looked like hammers on the end with flints to strike flash-pans. 
 
    Someone on the sailing ship snapped on an arc light, indicating electricity. That light shined in my eyes. 
 
    I raised my arms, blocking the blinding light. 
 
    One of the men shouted, I suppose at me. 
 
    I squinted, peering at him. 
 
    The man shouted again, and now he made a “come here” motion with an arm. 
 
    I took that as a good sign and staggered toward the fire.  
 
    The men glanced at each other. I did not get a good look inside their hoods. One of the men laughed in an ugly way. He spoke to the others. 
 
    The first man replied. The others argued back and forth, it seemed. The first man threw up his hands and put away his knife and gun. The rest of the men put away their weapons, too. The only one who kept out a weapon was the one who had argued hardest. 
 
    He walked toward me with his long, curved knife in his right hand. 
 
    I halted. His manner indicated hostility. He spoke to me. I said nothing, as I did not understand him. He was speaking an alien language. His words did tickle my ears, however, but I paid no attention to it. I was too busy watching the man and his knife. 
 
    The man spoke again. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    He looked back at the others, doffed his hood and regarded me again. He had tanned skin, wide features and dark curls on his head. He also had a thin mustache like an old-style movie villain from the pre-nuclear-war world. When he opened his mouth, I saw he was missing teeth. A closer examination showed blotched skin and close-set eyes. I had no idea concerning his age. 
 
    He began approaching me warily, holding the long, curved dagger before him, slowly moving it in circles. I heard him talk to me, taunting me, it sounded like. 
 
    I did nothing. 
 
    He moved closer, and now one of the others at the fire shouted encouragement. 
 
    I was sport. I looked weak, no doubt. This man was a bully and maybe enjoyed inflicting hurt on others. I’d seen his type before. I did not care for him, but I did not think I should slay him because of that. 
 
    My confidence surprised me. I was sick, emaciated and weak from my exertions— 
 
    With a shout, he raced at me, feinted one way and swiped at my head. In that moment, he seemed to move slowly, painfully slowly. I shifted to one side and moved my head back. 
 
    The curved blade swished past my face in seeming slow motion. The knifeman staggered in that direction. 
 
    Those at the fire shouted. A few laughed. 
 
    The man whirled around to face me again. He spoke harsh words at my face, spittle flying from this mouth. 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    He snarled, looked back, seemed to realize he could not quit now, and yelled loudly. He charged me, with his knife outthrust. 
 
    I shifted once more, grabbed his arm and wrenched hard as I pivoted my body. He went airborne, his head aimed down at the ground and his feet sailing as the soles pointed up at the stars. I released him, and he flew away, summersaulting until he struck the sand twelve feet from me. The impact caused the knife to fly from his hand. 
 
    I silently marveled at what I’d done, but not half as much as the men at the fire. In an instant, they drew their knives and flintlock pistols again. They aimed the guns at me, whispering fast to the headman, the obvious leader. 
 
    He had his flintlock aimed at me. He spoke, and my ears itched abominably. The itching seemed to slide internally from my ears until it exploded in my brain. The process had been ongoing ever since they first spoke. Now, I noticed it. 
 
    He spoke one more time. “Who are you?” 
 
    I understood him. He spoke an alien language, but I understood him. Perhaps—almost certainly—this was another manifestation of Avanti sorcery. 
 
    I apologize for calling it sorcery. I was an educated man. I used logic, not superstations, but this was too much to accept all at once. I could heal from bullet wounds, expelling the lumps of lead from my body. I could move faster than I’d ever moved before, and I had greater strength than I recalled possessing. Now, I could learn an alien tongue just by listening to strangers talk for a time. Surely, that was sorcery, magic at its most fundamental. And yet, I knew the Avanti had done things to my body and mind. 
 
    “Jason Bain,” I said. 
 
    “That’s your name?” the headman asked. 
 
    “It is. Who are you?” 
 
    “What did you do to Jorjol?” 
 
    I knew he meant the man who had fought me. “I disarmed him,” I said. 
 
    “You have neutraloid strength and unarmed combat technique. But you are not tattooed blue.” 
 
    “Neutraloid?” I asked. “Oh. No. I’m a man. No one gelded me.” 
 
    “Why are you out here alone?” 
 
    “I…seek passage.” 
 
    “To where?” he asked. 
 
    I looked at the men around the fire. They feared me. They might fire more bullets into me at any moment. What was reasonable to tell them? 
 
    “I, ah, seek the Star Men,” I said. 
 
    “Star Men?” the headman said. “Do you think we’re primitives without knowledge of space travel?” 
 
    What would be a suitable story? What would they accept as possible? “I…ah, had to eject from my spaceship.” 
 
    “Who attacked your ship?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I ejected and used—an escape pod to reach the surface.” 
 
    “Metal,” one of the men said to leader. “The metal of the escape pod could be worth credits.” 
 
    “Is your pod nearby?” the headman asked. 
 
    “It’s in the mountains,” I said. 
 
    The men murmured, not liking that. 
 
    “The mountains are cursed,” the headman told me. “None go there but for the starmenters. Are you a starmenter?” 
 
    The way he said the word indicated he didn’t like these starmenters. I shook my head. 
 
    “Surely starmenters attacked his ship,” a different man said. “They might want him, even pay ransom for him. The Hunge sometimes trade pulsating rocks for sky-sharks. Why couldn’t we trade him for weapons to shoot down the sky-sharks?” 
 
    The headman reached inside his hood and rubbed his hidden chin. He asked the man, “Do you wish to trek into the mountains to deal with the starmenters?” 
 
    “The Hunge have become arrogant,” the man said. “They ambush us from the sky. We need weapons—” 
 
    “I can help you against the Hunge,” I said. 
 
    “How?” asked the headman. “Does your escape pod have weapons?” 
 
    “No…” I said. 
 
    The headman finally lowered his flintlock as he de-cocked the hammer. He indicated one of the men. “Check on Jorjol.” 
 
    The robed man gave me a wide berth as he left the fire. He knelt at the huddled mass of the man I’d thrown. 
 
    “Captain Gosso,” he shouted. “Jorjol’s neck is broken. He’s dead. The spaceman killed him.” 
 
    The others around the fire murmured, looking at Gosso, their headman or captain, apparently. 
 
    “I fought him in fair combat,” I said. 
 
    Gosso nodded before looking around. “Does anyone say the spaceman did not fight fair?” 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    Gosso asked that two more times. It seemed like a ritual. Finally, he turned to me. “You will travel with us. You must explain to Jorjol’s father and brothers what happened. If they accept the verdict of the fight—” 
 
    “We need weapons to fight the Hunge,” a different man said. “Alger is right. The spaceman could be worth something to the starmenters. We could trade him for weapons.” 
 
    “I have already spoken,” Gosso said. “The spaceman travels with us. After he speaks to Jorjol’s father and brothers, then we will decide his fate. Until then, he is a guest. Or do you challenge me?” 
 
    The hooded man shook his head, muttering, “He is a guest as you say, Captain.” 
 
    And that was how I joined Captain Gosso’s crew on the Gyr Falcon, a ship of the Wind Runners on the Great Sarai of the Planet Aiello. 
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    Fate played an inexplicable trick on the Gyr Falcon, and the majority of the crew blamed it on me for two reasons. I’d killed without spilling blood, which meant the Desert had not drunk of Jorjol’s life before he passed away. I was also a spaceman, an off-worlder, which surely meant I’d blasphemed in some manner common to arrogant and unbelieving men like me. 
 
    The Wind Runners thought of the Desert as a living entity, although not as a god. I had the sense they thought of the Desert as ancient Algonquians and other North American Indians had thought of trees, lakes and other inanimate objects as possessing spirits. Like those stone-age primitives, the Wind Runners feared the spirit behind the object. The Sarai Desert was a particularly fickle entity, given to unpredictable and impulsive behavior—unless one appeased the Desert with the proper formulas and rituals. Clearly, killing without bloodletting was an offense to the greedy Desert spirit. 
 
    In this instance, the bad luck was a dry lakebed. After two days journey toward the distant Black Rock Depot, our wind runner had parked beside the cracked bottom of the quite dry lakebed. 
 
    I joined the team that inspected the awful portent. We saw dead fish and dying crabs on nearly dried mud with crisscrossing cracks between the millions of sunbaked pieces. That indicated the water had recently drained or evaporated. 
 
    “No,” Gosso said, when I suggested that. He had a tanned, seamed face with a crooked nose and an old swirling tattoo around his left eye. “A spring feeds Lake Paga. We always net scissor-fish and green serpents here, and refill our water casks. The lake always has water, one of the few lakes on the Great Sarai to make such a boast. Without a refill, the next leg to Black Rock Depot—” 
 
    Gosso worried his lower lip. 
 
    “May I?” I asked, indicating a spyglass that Alger, the first mate, used. 
 
    Alger glanced at Gosso. The captain shrugged. Reluctantly, Alger handed me the glass. The first mate was a superstitious and rather scrawny old man missing all but two of his yellowed teeth. 
 
    I aimed the narrow tube at the middle of the dry lake. I’d thought to spy a huge hole out there. The spyglass proved I was right. What did the hole mean? I would guess that the spring had run dry and the water had drained out of the hole as if this had been a tub. Lowering the glass, I told Gosso about the giant hole out there. 
 
    The captain snatched the glass from me, training it there. He swore in a small voice, and turned to me as the blood drained from his features. “The lake drained. How did you know?” 
 
    “It was an obvious detection,” I said. “Given the many fish and cracked mud—” 
 
    “He defies the Desert and mocks our ways,” old Alger said, pointing a skinny finger at me. “He is bad luck.” 
 
    Gosso didn’t even think about it, but nodded. “The spaceman is bad luck.” The captain drew his flintlock, training it at me as he used his thumb to cock the hammer. “The Sarai is no place to carry bad luck. I am sorry to say—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, interrupting. “It’s evil to just shoot a man without proof that he brought you the problem, the bad luck, if you will. I’m innocent of Alger’s charge.” 
 
    “You killed Jorjol without spilling blood,” Alger said. “What more proof do we need that you’re the locus of our ill fortune? The lake has never been dry before you appeared among us.” 
 
    I noticed that the others had drawn their flintlocks, aiming them at me. 
 
    “Jorjol broke his neck,” I said. 
 
    “That’s the point,” Alger said. “Everyone knows the Desert abhors bloodless killing. You vainly mocked the Desert by killing with your spaceman ways. Now, you must pay the price so the Desert doesn’t take out her continued rage on us.” 
 
    “I defended myself from Jorjol’s baseless attack.” 
 
    “But you did it in a blasphemous manner,” Alger said. 
 
    “Don’t you have a priest to judge such things?” I asked Gosso. 
 
    “Not on the Gyr Falcon,” Gosso told me. “We are a poor wind runner, and will be poorer because we have to turn back. Our pelts will dry out in this heat. We’ll be lucky to refit and make the run before the summer hot winds blow.” 
 
    “We should have traded him to the starmenters like I first suggested,” old Alger said, a regular I-told-you-so kind of bastard. 
 
    “You can still do that,” I said. “Look, Gosso, why accept a loss? Ransom me to the starmenters so you can still make a profit this trip.” 
 
    Gosso blinked at me. “You want to go to the starmenters?” 
 
    “No. But it’s better than dying out here.” 
 
    Gosso’s astonishment was real. A second later, they all started laughing, including Alger. “Better than dying,” the captain repeated. They all laughed harder. 
 
    I began moving away from them, wondering what to make of that, and if I could get back to the Gyr Falcon, grab some weapons and fight my way out of this. 
 
    Gosso noticed, raising his flintlock abruptly. “Halt,” he said. 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Bind him,” Gosso told Alger. 
 
    I let him, putting my hands behind my back. I’d eaten their food the past two days and drank lots of water. I’d eaten more than my fair share, and the others had muttered about that, but the food had assuaged my furnace of a stomach. 
 
    “We must turn back,” Gosso told the others. “We don’t have enough water to reach the Black Rock Depot. We barely have enough to get home.” 
 
    “We still have enough to make a short stop at the Kurgech Mountains,” Alger said. 
 
    I’d noticed the red rock mountains upon first appearing on Aiello, which meant I’d be right back where I’d started. 
 
    Gosso nodded at Alger’s suggestion, albeit reluctantly. 
 
    “He may be worth a fortune,” Alger said, his greedy old eyes gleaming. 
 
    Captain Gosso eyed me. “The spaceman is strange, talks strangely and acts strangely. Yes. Maybe you’re right. See that he does not escape, Alger. It will be on your head if he does.” 
 
    “I won’t be worth anything to you dead,” I said. 
 
    Gosso cocked his head at me. 
 
    “I need plenty of food and water,” I said. “The starmenters will want me alive and healthy.” 
 
    “Why would they want that?” asked Gosso. 
 
    “Because I killed some of their men when they damaged my spaceship,” I said. 
 
    “Ahhh…” Gosso said. “You lied then when you said you didn’t know who attacked you.” 
 
    “If I did lie, I did so because I didn’t want this to happen.” 
 
    “You cannot escape fate or the Desert on the Sarai,” Alger said. “You should not have lied to our captain. That was wrong.” 
 
    “So is blaming your problems on an innocent man,” I said. 
 
    “Should I cut him for saying that?” Alger asked. 
 
    “It would be good to let the Desert drink,” Gosso said slowly. “But the men will be angry and upset that we cannot continue to Black Rock Depot. We cannot afford the losses that dried-out pelts will bring. We must show a profit somehow. No. Do not cut him. We will dicker shrewdly and win a goodly price from the starmenters.” 
 
    “Will we park beside the Kurgech Mountains?” Alger asked, suddenly sounding worried. 
 
    Gosso pointed at me. “The mountains are cursed and he is bad luck. He will therefore draw the evil as a lightning rod attracts lightning. We will be safe therefore as we camp at the base of the mountains and light a signal fire. That is how the Hunge attract the starmenters.” 
 
    “I did not know that,” Alger said. 
 
    “I heard it at Nesko Inn in the taproom as men played cards,” Gosso said. “Perhaps we will make a profit after all, this voyage.” 
 
    He motioned with the flintlock. “Go, spaceman. Head back to the wind runner with Alger. You brought us this ill luck, now you will pay for it and pay us for the trouble you have brought us.” 
 
     “I can’t just say I’m sorry and be done with this?” I asked. 
 
    “He mocks us,” Alger cried. “We should cut him and watch him bleed.” 
 
    “Go with Alger,” Gosso ordered, “or we will spill your blood so the Desert may drink and turn away from us.” 
 
    With hands bound, I turned back to the Gyr Falcon, with old Alger prodding me in the back with his flintlock. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -22- 
 
      
 
    I had barely begun to feel half-normal when I found myself confined to the cargo hold inside the Gyr Falcon. 
 
    The wind runner creaked constantly as wind moaned around us. The balloon tires hissed as they churned across the endless sand. There were humps, and I bounced around in the hold, with my wrists and ankles bound tightly. 
 
    A boy came down to feed and water me. Alger came down at other times, having others untie me so I could relieve myself outside. 
 
    I listened to their chatter when I could, and I considered the situation as I endured my confinement. I did not like being bound, but my body needed the rest. Gosso must have ensured lots of water and food for me as I’d suggested. I ate heartily, and I would swear that I could feel my tissues swell because of it. I knew they fed me as cannibals might, wishing for a fat and healthy man in the cooking pot. 
 
    The Wind Runners were semi-nomadic, as far as I could figure. They knew about spaceports, starmenters and star drives. They knew about other worlds and had spoken to people from different star systems. No one aboard the Gyr Falcon had been off-planet or far from the Great Sarai. I imagine they were like old-time Englanders that had plied Terra’s oceans, making a living as seamen during the Age of Sail. Mostly, from what I heard, anyway, the Wind Runners made a living hauling cargo from one oasis to the next. 
 
    One thing bothered me. If people knew about space travel and higher technology, why did the Wind Runners live at this lower technological level? And how was it that regular humans lived on this planet? Did that imply that humans inhabited many worlds throughout the Orion Arm? Did that mean humanity hadn’t originated on Terra, or that these humans had come from Terra ages ago? 
 
    Elder Paris Roan might have been the one who told me that all times and civilizations eventually have Dark Ages. There had been a Dark Age after the Bronze Age on Terra when many cities had fallen to roving Sea Peoples. There had been another Dark Age after Alaric and his Visigoths sacked Rome. Maybe a Dark Age had hit this part of the Orion Arm. Some people had spaceships but others lived poor, planet-bound lives. 
 
    What did any of that have to do with mentalists, Calidore, invading Masters or the Avantis? I knew so little, and I had yet to hear anything about spacemen digging in ancient ruins for high technology. Supposedly, that was the reason the shining woman in the Arch Ship had sent me here. 
 
    I ate, slept, bounced around in the cargo hold and wondered if starmenters truly existed and what would happen if I fell into their hands. According to the little I’d heard, starmenters were some type of space pirates. Maybe they plundered less advanced worlds, taking whatever they desired. 
 
    As the days passed, my wrists and ankles chafed, but I felt stronger than when I’d staggered out of the desert toward the fire. I told myself that I was biding my time—and I was, until the inevitable happened… 
 
    *** 
 
    Not that I’d any idea something bad was going to happen. But maybe the angry Sarai Desert had finally decided to pay back the Gyr Falcon’s crew for failing to let it drink someone’s blood. Thus, the Desert decided the crew would supply the need. 
 
    The day was ending, dusk approached. I could tell because the worst heat had departed. The wind had died down and the occasional opening seam in the shifting ship-planks showed less brightness out there than before. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard frantic shouts topside. Then, someone screamed in mortal pain. Others began shouting louder. 
 
    I strained to hear actual words, finally hearing, “Sky-sharks!” 
 
    Two sky-sharks had attacked me near the Kurgech Mountains when I’d first appeared. The Wind Runners had openly spoken about needing better weaponry against the airborne scavengers. Yes. A sky-shark attack made perfect sense. 
 
    I grunted as I twisted my wrists back and forth, trying to free myself. 
 
    I’d left the bonds alone so far because Alger always checked them when he came down. Now, I attempted to loosen the leather straps, but that proved futile. Okay. I was stronger than before. Maybe I was strong enough to simply break the bonds. 
 
    With a roar, I yanked my hands. I did it repeatedly. Soon, I was panting as sweat poured from me. I might be stronger than I used to be, but I wasn’t yet strong enough to burst my bonds as Samson had done in the Bible story. 
 
    I heard crackling fire and looked up, seeing flames dance. At that point, hull planking explosively blew inward. I ducked, lying flat and screwing my eyes shut. 
 
    The Gyr Falcon bucked, and I heard hissing. The vessel lurched to the left. Through a hole in the hull, I saw one of the balloon tires deflate rapidly. 
 
    The shouting topside became panicked. Were Gosso and his crew losing the fight? 
 
    I rolled across the tilted floor like a child, moving to where I saw shards of wood. Reaching one with a jagged piece of metal attached to it, I used my hands, picking it up and sawing at the leather bonds. It was slow, painstaking work, and I could feel blood slick the wood as I cut myself, but I kept at it. 
 
    The Gyr Falcon bucked again as shards and pieces of hull planking blew past me. A nearly spent shell hit bales of pelts, but did no other damage. Miraculously, I remained unhurt. I could see outside more easily and saw the passing desert and the Kurgech Mountains in the distance. 
 
    Finally, my desperate work paid off, and my wrists parted. Frantically, I tore at the leather around my ankles. Soon, I flung the binding away and climbed to my feet. 
 
    The wind runner lurched crazily. I stumbled and fell back down. Then, the upper hatch opened. A wild-eyed Alger saw me, brought his flintlock to bear and pulled the trigger even though his hand was shaking. The hammer fell—a thunderous explosion and a puff of black smoke heralded a pellet that whizzed past my head, striking the wooden floor. 
 
    “What was that for?” I shouted. 
 
    Foam bubbled past his lips and his eyes were glassy. He felt frantically over his body and found another flintlock. “Spaceman!” he screeched in an old man’s quaver, bringing the weapon to bear. He pulled the trigger, but this time, nothing happened. He stared at it and finally cocked the hammer, re-aiming at me. 
 
    I hurled a heavy chunk of wood I’d found on the floor, hitting his forehead, forcing his head back. He tumbled away from the hatch, screeched again, and reappeared, possibly having jumped to get back. But he’d miscalculated and fell through the hatch into the hold. 
 
    Like a mountain lion, I was upon him, tearing the flintlock from him and aiming it at his head. 
 
    He shrank back and whimpered, “Please, don’t shoot me.” 
 
    In disgust, I kicked him in the head so he slumped unconscious. I knelt beside him, felt his waist and found a long dagger, yanking it free. 
 
    The Wind Runners were going to ransom me, but they had fed me and let me rest for a time. The sky-men had riddled me with bullets, looted my knife and Calidore computer slate, and left me for dead. I hated them more. Reaching the ladder, I began climbing to see what I could do. 
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    It was chaos on the main deck. One of the masts had fallen, probably struck by a shell. The mast had crushed several men and draped the sail over the side so it dragged on the sand. Even as I watched, Gosso finished hacking the sail free with a cutlass so it slithered overboard. 
 
    The sun had almost sunk into the horizon, casting the desert in a bloody hue. The Gyr Falcon barely moved now, listing badly to one side. A sky-shark shrieked overhead, its machine gun chattering. Gosso straightened at the sound and shot off his feet, pitched over the side of the wind runner as bullets riddled his body. His abandoned cutlass clattered onto the deck. 
 
    I climbed out of the hatch, dashing to the cutlass, exchanging it for Alger’s knife. 
 
    Hooks thudded onto the hull railing. Men in black leather coats and pants scrambled up knotted ropes, climbing onto the deck. They were tough-looking, like bikers I’d seen in picture books about 1970s America. The raiders panted, likely from running to catch up to the wind runner, toss the hooks and climb the ropes. They began to unlimber weapons from their backs. 
 
    The few Wind Runners left on deck looked crestfallen and defeated as they spied the enemy boarders. I cocked my stolen flintlock, aimed at a muscular man, his leather vest showing off curly black chest hairs, and squeezed the trigger. The hammer struck the pan, the flint sparking. A spark ignited the black powder, and my gun roared as smoke billowed upward. 
 
    The muscular sky-man staggered, with a stricken look on his face. Abruptly, he collapsed onto the deck, with an ugly hole in his forehead. 
 
    “Charge!” I shouted, racing at the boarding party. 
 
    The few Wind Runners with weapons in hand recognized me, shrinking away as I ran past. They began pitching their flintlocks and bloodless daggers onto the deck. 
 
    That didn’t connect with me right away. I had the fighting frenzy, and I hit the boarding party, perhaps too astonished to realize I meant to fight to the death. I cut one of the boarders across the face. He spun screaming. I chopped furiously at another, braining a man, smashing through his helmet and skull, killing him. 
 
    I heard a horrible, ugly laugh, only vaguely realizing it was coming from me. “Fight!” I roared, slashing, opening a boarder’s throat. 
 
    A different boarder aimed a machine gun at me. I didn’t hesitate, but hurled the cutlass at him. Incredibly, it spun and hit him just right, the blade cutting open his face. He fell overboard, his machine gun flying out of sight with him. 
 
    Perhaps the hopelessness of my plight had fired my brain. Normally, I fought hard but dispassionately, using my brain as much as my muscles. Now, I grabbed a boarder, lifted him high and brought him down hard across my up-thrusting left knee. I heard his spine break, his gasping breath, and shoved him from me, crippled for life—if he lived. I picked up his fallen revolver, a foreign design I’d never seen before. It had a good heft, and I saw bullets in the cylinder. With a snarl, I aimed it at a charging boarder, fired, and smiled at the weapon’s kick. 
 
    He kept coming, though, a tough one. So, I fired again, hitting him again. With a roar, he swung a heavy knife at me. I ducked, pushed him aside as I thrust upward and emptied the gun at two others coming at me. The first man tripped over the railing, falling off the wind runner. The next two went down to the bullets. One of them had a big old knife that fell to the deck. I scooped it up, snarled with battle madness and saw the strangest sight so far—it stilled my rush for a moment. 
 
    A red-haired woman pushed forward. She was stunningly beautiful, with hair like a lion’s mane. She held strange-looking guns, one in either hand. She wore leather garments like the other boarders, a leather vest with bindings keeping the flaps from exposing her large breasts. Her arms were deliciously slender and she wore thigh-high leather boots with heels. 
 
    “Who are you?” she shouted at me. 
 
    I shook my head, liking what I saw but finding it impossible to speak. 
 
    “Give me your name, warrior. I’ve never seen anyone fight like you.” 
 
    That unlocked my tongue. “Jason Bain,” I said, surprised at how slurred my words sounded. What was wrong with me? 
 
    “Here, Jason Bain,” she said, pitching one of her exotic guns to me. 
 
    Startled, I grabbed it out of the air. 
 
    She laughed, and there was a crazy shine in her green eyes. With her freed hand, she tore away the bindings keeping her leather vest closed. One of the flaps momentarily exposed one of the loveliest breasts I’d ever seen. Her new, freer look absorbed my interest. She was spellbinding in her wild beauty and unruliness. 
 
    “You’re no Wind Runner!” she shouted. “You’re a champion!” 
 
    I nodded, intoxicated by her, by the green eyes that stared at me with obvious longing. 
 
    She smote her vested breasts with a fist. “I’m Red Schaine, the leader of the Fighting Hunge. The way you battled just now—I think you could kill a neutraloid single-handed.” 
 
    I said nothing, mesmerized by her. 
 
    “Look at the gun I threw you,” she said. 
 
    I did, noting the crystal at the end of the barrel. 
 
    “It’s a laser pistol,” she said. 
 
    I looked up at her in astonishment. 
 
    “Jason Bain the Spaceman,” she said. “You’re going to join me on the plateau.” 
 
    Before I could respond, something hard and heavy struck my skull from behind, and I found myself pitching to the Gyr Falcon’s deck, realizing the redhead had basely tricked me. 
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    I awoke to a terrible pounding in my head and had to blink several times before I forced my eyes to focus. I remembered everything. The biggest surprise was my berserker-gang. Upon further reflection, I realized I hadn’t totally lost my head, but something extra had fueled me, propelling me to reckless action against the sky-men, the Fighting Hunge. 
 
    I was sprawled amongst tied bales of pelts, the cargo of the Gyr Falcon. Did that mean I was part of the loot? The way the wild woman—Red Schaine—had looked at me earlier, I could well believe it. 
 
    I felt the passage of wind and noticed the sun. It had risen to its mid-morning height. Had I slept an entire night and half the morning? 
 
    I reached back and gingerly felt my head. There was a bruised spot, but not as bad as I would have expected. There wasn’t even a lump. The impact and weight of the treacherous blow should have given me a concussion and a big knot back here. My new healing process must have come into play. 
 
    I was hungry as a bear after a winter’s hibernation. Standing up—I sucked in my breath at what I saw. I was on a sky-raft with railing around its edges. The deck was approximately the same area as the Gyr Falcon’s main deck, but in a square configuration. In the center of the raft was housing and a control panel. A black-clad sky-man stood at the controls. He spied me, turned his head toward his right shoulder and spoke roughly over it. 
 
    Three others stood. Each of them cradled a machine gun. They aimed the guns at me and indicated that I sit back down. 
 
    I did, deciding there was no sense arguing yet. 
 
    From my location, I saw that we passed over mountain peaks and valleys, clearing the heights by about a hundred yards. There were green growths on the mountains looking remarkably like sagebrush back in Nevada. Some of the growths had yellow flowers. I spied a darting animal that might have been a rabbit, or something a lot like a rabbit. Racing behind it pursued a foxlike creature. 
 
    How did this raft fly? I didn’t hear jet engines or see propellers. Could the Hunge have anti-gravity pods or something similar? That would be highly advanced technology as compared to the Allan Corporation. 
 
    I peered around the sky, noting a few wispy clouds higher than us and bigger, fluffier clouds at our level. I counted three rafts and a dozen or more sky-sharks. We moved in a convoy, heading deeper into the mountains. 
 
    I looked back and saw the Sarai Desert that began at the foot of what the Wind Runners had called the Kurgech Mountains. 
 
    What was the correct response to my capture? I lay back and put my hands behind my head. If I hadn’t been a captive, this would have been an exhilarating experience. The Fighting Hunge, as Red Schaine had called them, were clearly technologically superior to the Wind Runners. According to the Wind Runners, the Hunge traded pulsating rocks with the starmenters, receiving the sky-sharks as payment. Surely, the Hunge got more than just that, though. Whatever the case, I was more likely to find mentalists if I interacted with the Hunge and starmenters than if I’d stayed with the Wind Runners. So joining the sky-men, even in this capacity, was likely a step forward. 
 
    I frowned. Did I owe the Avanti anything? If the shining being had been one, she’d encased Terra in a crystalline shell. That struck me as hostile. Maybe I needed to find the mentalists and make common cause with them against the Avantis. 
 
    I heard a drifting shout, looked at the pilot and saw him waving to other raft pilots. 
 
    With a lurch, our raft began to descend. 
 
    I slid near a rail and looked down. Below was a large plateau. Schaine had said I’d join her on the plateau. Would I do so as chattel, or as ransom property to sell to the starmenters? I hadn’t seen any captive Wind Runners. Had there been survivors from the Gyr Falcon? If so, had the Hunge let them go, shot them or what? 
 
    I was at a grave disadvantage. I knew so little about this world and these people. Couldn’t the shining one have done better than giving me a digitized Dr. Calidore? What had ever happened to the computer slate anyway? 
 
    There were crude rock dwellings with thatch roofs below. I saw a place with a coal fire and smelting pit and a different area with a giant steam engine turning a long, flat leather belt that disappeared through a large hole underground. Farther away on the plateau, there were garden plots with skinny shirtless men hoeing weeds. Would that be my fate? 
 
    A few others in black leather moved about down there, including children. Was this a Hunge encampment, then? 
 
    The rafts lowered toward a chalked-out area, with the sky-sharks shooting down faster. Men on the ground pulled black tarps from—I blinked in astonishment, seeing missiles swivel, aiming at us. Here was yet more evidence of higher technology. 
 
    Finally, our raft landed with hardly a shudder. Nearby, the other two rafts landed. By this time, the sky-sharks were down. I saw one eager flyer sprint from his air-plank to an outdoor area where big men swilled beer at picnic tables. Several young women in fur bikinis served them, bringing platters of food from a large tent or sitting on a man’s knee as he kissed and fondled her. 
 
    Was the plateau a pirate’s haven? 
 
    The sprinter reached the beer drinkers at the picnic tables and pointed at my raft. I had the impression he was telling a fast and furious story. The biggest man drinking beer slammed his mug onto the table and stood abruptly, tossing the girl on his lap to the ground. 
 
    With a scowl, the huge man led a procession toward the landed rafts. I wasn’t certain why, but I had a suspicion this had something to do with me. 
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    The huge man was the biggest among the Hunge, a veritable giant. He wore a black leather vest and pants like everyone else and had on biker-style boots. He had a giant black beard, squinty little black eyes and a bald head. He had what looked like rock-hard and impressively sized muscles, as if he were a weightlifter on steroids. And, he sported a machete on his belt and a hand cannon of a gun, maybe a .55 caliber revolver. 
 
    The sky-raiders filed off the rafts, gathering in a mob, waiting for the big man and his buddies to reach us. The tattler hurried to keep up with the big man, and I saw the tattler pointing at me. 
 
    The mob of raiders turned around to look at me. I approached them while taking stock. I was weaponless, feeling well enough, I supposed, and likely a prisoner. I’d killed sky-men—Hunge—during the raid against the Gyr Falcon. Surely, they would want to kill me or maybe even torture me for what I’d done during the fight. 
 
    “That’s him,” the tattler told the giant. 
 
    The huge bearded man towered over everyone, and he would be a head taller than me. He likely weighed twice what I did with his over-muscled blocky physique. If there were such things as trolls, he was one of them. 
 
    The mob murmured, one man talking about an angry Esteban Dan. I assumed that was the giant’s name. 
 
    Before anything started, I could have used some water and would have liked to take a leak. But I didn’t think that was going to happen. 
 
    “You!” the giant shouted. 
 
    I pointed at myself. 
 
    “Yes, you,” Esteban roared. “Get ready to die, scum dog.” 
 
    I did a quick inventory. Red Schaine had taken me captive. She’d said that she had never seen anyone fight like me. The sky-men could have easily slain me once I was unconscious. They had not. Instead, they’d tossed me with the loot. What had the tattler told Esteban Dan to make him so angry? I had a suspicion it had something to do with Schaine. She’d had two laser pistols. Did that indicate she was the leader? She had acted like the leader. Where was she, anyway? 
 
    Maybe that didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to get anywhere acting meek amongst these killers. It was time to bluster my way out of this. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, and raised my voice as I said, “Are you going to use twenty men or fifty to try to whip me?” 
 
    Esteban Dan stopped. The others behind him stopped as well, although one man didn’t do it quickly enough and jostled him from behind. Esteban roared, spinning around and slapping the offender with the back of his hand. The man went flying, hitting the ground unconscious and unmoving. 
 
    The mob of watchers fell silent and moved back several steps as if to make more room for the angry giant. 
 
    Esteban pointed a huge index finger at me. I noticed several heavy rings on his fingers. Those must be in lieu of brass knuckles—they would gash my skin if they hit. 
 
    “I get it,” I said loudly. “You’re the neutraloid everyone is talking about. What happened to your blue tattoos?” 
 
    Shocked silence reigned on the Fighting Hunge Plateau. I could hear a child scream in the distance and the steady chug of the giant steam engine, but that was it. 
 
    Esteban’s throat convulsed several times and he blinked as if finding it difficult to swallow something. Then, he began to blush, the blush deepening until it became a purple color. Had he stopped breathing? The black-bearded giant raised his head and troll-like arms, bellowing into the heavens. It was impressive, and it terrified the mob of watchers. 
 
    Several people fell back in their haste to get farther from Esteban Dan. Those behind him had a different reaction, looking at each other, grinning hugely. A few laughed, quickly covering their mouths lest Esteban hear them. 
 
    The giant lowered his head. I could see the pulse on his engorged neck, a vein there swollen with rage. His eyes blazed hatred, and some of his beard bristled. I heard him grinding his teeth. It was a frightening sound. 
 
    With a snarl, he freed the machete at his side. 
 
    “No, Esteban,” Schaine said. “No weapons. It must be a true test of warrior prowess.” 
 
    I hadn’t seen the crazy redhead until now. She must have been standing with the mob, for she’d shoved her way to the forefront. She’d retied the bindings of her vest, but her breasts strained against the fabric and made an enticing picture. She had changed her leather pants for leather shorts, short shorts, I might add. She had a fantastic ass and astonishingly lovely legs encased in her thigh-high leather boots. Crisscrossing the short shorts were two gun belts. The laser pistols were holstered at her hips. 
 
    She was an image of wanton sexuality, with her mane of red hair only adding to the picture. 
 
    “Did you—?” Esteban shouted, choking off the rest of his question. 
 
    “What if I did?” Schaine shouted at him. 
 
    “You’re mine!” Esteban roared. 
 
    “You play when I go pirating,” she said. “I don’t complain about that, do I?” 
 
    “This is different,” he thundered. 
 
    Schaine glanced about, and she seemed angry. “Does anyone on the plateau question my authority, my right to lead the Fighting Hunge? If so, let me hear him or her say it.” 
 
    No one spoke, not even the panting Esteban Dan. 
 
    “The oracle has laid down the law,” Schaine said. “I am the consulter. As is my right, I appoint the champion. He must be the greatest fighter among us. The champion sleeps in my room, keeping me warm and content. I will allow no lesser mortal to couple with me. He must be the best, the toughest, the most dangerous and manliest warrior standing. Are you that one, Esteban Dan?” 
 
    “All know it,” he thundered. 
 
    Schaine turned toward me, and I swear she batted her eyelashes. “I used to think that,” she said, “until I saw Jason Bain rove among the Fighting Hunge, killing at will. I have never seen the like, not even from you, Esteban,” she said, turning back to him. 
 
    He howled like a madman, shaking his giant fists in the air. 
 
    “Do you still want to be my champion?” Schaine cried. 
 
    “I am the strongest man alive!” he thundered. “None can best me hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “Jason Bain, do you want to be my champion?” Schaine shouted at me. 
 
    I wanted to ask what the options were. Could I leave if I declined the offer? I wondered, though, if she would draw a laser pistol and burn me down on the spot if I asked that. 
 
    I stared at Esteban Dan, and figured many thought I feared him so much that I couldn’t answer. He might be strong, but he let a wanton guide him with a ring through his balls. She was hot for tough guys. I bet she loved seeing men fight and kill for her. I would guess her psychologically broken. Still, she was the ruling queen and wanted the toughest man at her side. 
 
    I had no need for the title of sky-man champion, but I did have a job to do, and right now, that job went through her. The Fighting Hunge seemed like maniacs to me. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Schaine scowled. “A champion thirsts for the post and hungers to taste the delights of love.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said, “painting a picture of true romance. What could be sweeter than that?” 
 
    “There is nothing sweeter than my lips,” she shouted. 
 
    I pointed at Esteban Dan. “You ready, big guy?” 
 
    Red Schaine licked her lips, and I thought to spy calculation in her eyes. Despite that, she balled her hands into fists, turning to Esteban. “Kill him slowly, and I will take you to Nirvana tonight, to heights you have never imagined.” 
 
    Esteban spread his arms wide. He had arms like a gorilla. And in a spasm of wild emotion, he tore the leather vest from his torso, revealing slabs of muscle piled upon muscle. Then he began stalking toward me, a brute, a monster of a man bent on murder. 
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    “Can I use rocks, dirt or other items?” I shouted at Schaine. 
 
    “Weakling,” she challenged. “You are about to die. But if you cheat, I will stop the fight, and you will die slowly, howling for mercy.” 
 
    “I thought Esteban was going to kill me slowly.” 
 
    She glared at me, and the calculation returned to her green eyes. This time, she did not answer. Maybe she realized she wasn’t going to win a verbal confrontation with me. 
 
    I had spoken so for a reason. One, I wanted to know the rules. If I could use a rock, I wanted to use one. Two, I wanted to upset Esteban’s equilibrium. 
 
    The giant halted, cocking his head at me. I don’t know if it was my questions or my seemingly indifferent manner that did it. I do think some of his initial kill-frenzy left him then.  
 
    So, Esteban was twice my weight, a little taller and likely used to these kinds of bouts. And I would think his muscles were primed from constant practice. I was tired, my head still sore from the treacherous clubbing and my body still less than perfectly fit after my healings that used up my inner resources. In my favor were the metabolic changes brought from lying in the Avanti sarcophagus. I was quicker, stronger and harder to kill. Was I tough enough to get the job done? A knife would have greatly aided me, but this was hand-to-hand combat, one of the most grueling things to do in life. Esteban was no cat man, but a killing champion of challengers. 
 
    I shook my arms as Esteban neared. I moved my head in a circle, loosening up my neck muscles and making a show, a comedy of it. Then, I began to hop from leg to leg, shaking each one. 
 
    Esteban sneered at me and trotted forward. 
 
    I continued my one-leg jumps, but motored backward and to the side, keeping out of reach of his long arms. 
 
    “Run, weakling,” he said. 
 
    I clapped my hands and bobbed my head, doing a little jig. 
 
    The sneer left his face. Maybe he understood I was mocking him. With a roar, he charged, his head lowered and his arms outstretched. 
 
    That might have been it for me, but my enemy’s apparent slowing took place again. I’m guessing the sarcophagus had done something so that in these moments, my metabolic rate speeded up drastically. Time slowed down, perhaps due to a new drug my body produced. 
 
    I had time to think and judge the moment just right. I ducked under the slowly sweeping arms, kicked out a foot and let his left shin strike mine. 
 
    Excruciating pain flared there, as there was nothing slow about the strike. I began to bellow at the hurt, but managed to grunt instead and force myself to keep from hopping on one leg, clutching my hurting shin. I finally turned, seeing him airborne from my trip. 
 
    This would be the perfect moment to dash forward and kick him twenty times in the head, killing him, as he lay prone. My shin hurt too badly for that. So I stood watching. 
 
    As I did, the process or drug departed as quickly as it had appeared. He moved normally again, plowing against the rock chin-first. 
 
    An audible gasp rose from the crowd. 
 
    Esteban pushed up, shaking his head. He felt his chin under his mass of beard, and his fingers came away bloody. With a grunt, he looked back at me. 
 
    I waved to him, smiling, doing my best to hide the pain of my throbbing shin. 
 
    He stood up, and he stared. He did not bellow. He did not roar insults. He studied me, perhaps realizing that I was something different, something he hadn’t faced before. 
 
    Esteban had just become more dangerous. I also respected him for his change in thinking. He was a mountain of a warrior, and he might have been making a show before. That would make him a tremendous actor, and that would mean he was a thinker. 
 
    I had not expected that from him. 
 
    Humph. I’d let looks deceive me, or had I? He’d acted like a brute, charging like a rhino. That had probably been good enough for most of his fights. Just how many times had the crowd watched Esteban kill a challenger for Schaine’s love? Maybe it wasn’t love, but the right to lay with a wildcat in bed. In any case, Esteban was more than just a bellowing berserker. He proved it by his next attack. 
 
    He walked toward me in a deliberate manner as if he was coming over for supper. 
 
    “I’m going to crush you, little man,” he said in a low voice. “I’m going to twist you into positions you didn’t know were possible.” 
 
    “No hard feelings, Esteban. It’s just part of the job.” 
 
    He cocked his head. 
 
    I broke into a sprint, charging him. 
 
    A tiny smile twitched across his lips. 
 
    I gained speed and leapt, using both feet to hit him with a flying mule kick in the chest. To my horror, he only staggered back a little, while I shot away and hit the rocky ground with my shoulders. 
 
    I didn’t know which was worse, his low chuckle or the ripple of laughter from the watching sky-men. 
 
    “That the best you can do?” he asked. 
 
    I climbed to my feet, thinking that might be the case. Esteban was quite a different problem than the cat man I’d faced back at the Allan Corporation. There, I’d used a forbidden knife against a much faster opponent armed with teeth and claws. I was far faster than Esteban, but he was like an impenetrable wall. 
 
    “Thought so,” he said, advancing toward me. 
 
    I raised my fists in a classic boxer’s stance, backpedalling, keeping out of range of his hands. If he ever got hold of me, I was likely dead. 
 
    “What did you say about him, Schaine?” he asked in a mocking tone. “He was a killer? Isn’t that what you said?” 
 
    Esteban’s hands—his fingers, I realized. Those were his sole weak points. But if he caught me while I tried this— 
 
    While his head was half-cocked over his left shoulder as he talked to Schaine, I lunged. Someone in the crowd shouted a warning, the bastard. Esteban turned and tried to grab me. 
 
    Fortunately, he slowed down just then, as the new gland in me must have given me a speed shot. I’d have to figure out what exactly activated the process. 
 
    I dodged his pathetically slow grab, gripped the middle finger of his right hand and wrenched hard as I twisted, breaking the finger. Then, I released it and moved out of range. 
 
    Pain creased his heavy features, and he shook his right hand. Then he looked at the hand—I attacked again, and this time I grabbed the little finger of his left hand, breaking it. 
 
    As I moved away, I felt a decided lurch inside my body. I went “oof” as something kicked me out of slow time or fast time, depending how you looked at it. Sweat pooled on my face, and I instinctively knew that I would not enter that state again during the fight. I breathed harder and felt horribly exhausted. 
 
    A glimmering of the process struck me. Maybe I compressed my energy, my muscular contractions into one spurt, moving faster but burning up many times more calories or strength doing it. That put a decided limit on the process. 
 
    Could I use it knowingly instead of instinctively? Maybe in time, I suppose. First, I would have to survive this fight. 
 
    Esteban glared at me as he held his hands before him. He had two broken fingers, one on each hand. 
 
    “That won’t help you,” he growled. 
 
    “Won’t hurt me, either,” I said, putting some joviality into my voice. 
 
    There was hesitation in his eyes, and inspiration struck me. I sprinted at him the same way as before. Likely, Esteban and the crowd expected the same maneuver as before. I was counting on that. I made to leap for a flying mule kick against his chest. 
 
    Esteban set himself, putting one foot behind him to brace himself. 
 
    I leapt, but not at his chest. I leapt low this time, using both feet to strike his slightly outthrust right knee. Something cracked, something snapped, and Esteban howled as he toppled. He hit the ground and clutched his right knee, his torn and broken knee. 
 
    Was that dirty fighting? You could call it that, but in a fight to the death, I believed there were no dirty ploys, just winning and losing. But did this have to be a fight to the death? Maybe I could change that. 
 
    Panting, standing near him, I said loudly, “Had enough, Esteban?” 
 
    He glared at me through the pain and slowly shook his head. 
 
    I wasn’t going to ask again. Instead, I circled him. He lay on his side, swiveling around on the ground to face me. My boot heels were the hardest substance I had to hit him. If I used my fists, I’d likely break my own bones, striking him over and over again. 
 
    The next part of the fight was ugly as I stomped at areas of opportunity. He was still too strong, still too powerful for me to risk letting him get hold of me. Instead, I destroyed his other knee, his left wrist, an ankle—it was grim work as I’d said. Maybe I was hoping someone would stop it for me. Maybe only Red Schaine could. 
 
    I glanced at her once. Her eyes shined weirdly as she licked her lips like a vampire queen ready to feast. Schaine was no ordinary woman. Clearly, Esteban had been her lover. Now, though, she got off on watching me stomp the shit out of him. 
 
    I wanted to ask if that was enough, but I knew it wouldn’t be. Esteban was tough. He never asked for mercy. He never whimpered. I was beginning to feel soiled doing this—so I took a risk. 
 
    I kicked him hard in the windpipe. He grabbed my foot, and I think despite his broken fingers and wrist, he would have twisted it off my leg, but I wrenched hard before he could get to work, and besides, he was gurgling, finding it hard to breathe. I feinted at his belly. He tried to block, and I kicked him in the throat again. 
 
    The hand-to-hand battle ended gruesomely as huge Esteban Dan writhed on the ground, trying to pry my arm from around his badly kicked and bruised throat. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered in his ear. “But the mob wants blood.” 
 
    Had Esteban whispered that into the ears of men he’d slain over the months or years that he’d stayed champion of the camp? I don’t know. I’m not trying to justify my actions. I killed the giant, but I gained no joy or satisfaction from it. 
 
    Instead, as I stood, listening to the mob bay for me, cheering my victory, I wanted to be anywhere but here. 
 
    Red Schaine strutted near, spitting on Esteban’s corpse. Then she held out her right hand to me. “Come, champion. Now, you’ll receive your victory prize.” 
 
    She was a viper full of venom, and I could well imagine my corpse lying there someday as she spat on it, but I took her hand anyway, and the mob roared with exultation. 
 
    Then, Schaine and I headed for a stone hut. 
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    It turned out the plateau was a special encampment of the Fighting Hunge, as compared to the other Hunge who lived a miserable existence in various parts of the Kurgech Mountain Range. Those Hunge mined for flint, coal and metallic ores. According to what I heard, they were not deep mines with thick beams shoring them up, but holes in the side of certain hills or cliffs. Wind Runners traded with those Hunge, usually driving hard bargains. 
 
    The Fighting Hunge, according to Schaine, had risen into existence after the first starmenter accidentally landed in the Kurgech Mountains. The off-world pirates had come in a stricken spaceship, needing repairs and pulsating rocks for their engine room. The starmenters had used special equipment in their spaceship to find the pulsating rocks on the planet and had used captured Hunge to dig for them. 
 
    One of those Hunge had been named Theo Ran, and he’d paid attention to everything. After the ship left, Theo continued mining the pulsating rocks. The technical term for them was Zhorium-X10, and they indeed pulsated in their natural state. Theo had also used an ancient communication device to attempt to speak with other passing starmenters. Finally, Theo Ran’s diligence paid off, and another starmenter ship landed. The pirates had attempted theft, but Theo had learned his lesson from the first ship, moving his people and cargo to deep mountain hideouts undetectable from space. Apparently, the starmenters decided on dickering rather than fighting. That had been the real beginning of the Fighting Hunge, gaining machine guns and the first sky-shark for the Zhorium-X10. 
 
    “The oracle did the rest,” Schaine said later in the afternoon. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    We sat at the picnic tables near the food tent, eating rabbit stew, red vints—a kind of vegetable—and quaffing a watery beer. Some oil-stained men reported to her on the steam engine, but otherwise we were left alone but for a small guard detachment that kept their distance from us. 
 
    Schaine glanced at me sidelong. “Theo Ran began the process that the oracle refined. The oracle predicted the location of the ruins of the Ancients, and he helped whisper the news in the right starmenter’s ear. Afterward, the mentalists grew interested—” 
 
    I spewed the beer I was drinking onto the table. 
 
    Schaine eyed me. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Ah…” I coughed, faking it, pointing at my throat. 
 
    “You drank it the wrong way?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded, coughing more, standing up and clearing my throat. “I need more,” I said, holding out my cup. 
 
    A fur-bikini-clad woman poured me more from a stone jug. 
 
    I chugged the beer and held out my cup again, getting an instant refill. “Better,” I said, sitting back down. “The mentalists did what?” 
 
    “They were wild about the ruins,” Schaine said. “They seek ancient treasures, ‘artifacts,’ the oracle says. He also said that the mentalists seek to increase their already legendary knowledge.” 
 
    “That’s mentalists for you.” 
 
    “You know about them?” she asked, seeming overly interested in my answer. 
 
    I made an airy gesture. 
 
    “I knew you would,” Schaine said, almost triumphantly, “you being a spaceman and all. I think…” She lowered her voice as she leaned against one of my arms. “I think the mentalists are cheating us, paying too little for our help. Yet, they are dangerous, possessing hidden powers. Even the starmenters fear them. The oracle is also uncommonly wary concerning the mentalists. He has forbidden me from mentioning him to any outsider lest the mentalists learn about him.” 
 
    Schaine sat up, clutching the arm she’d been leaning against. “Do you think the oracle meant you as well?” 
 
    “Hardly. I’m your champion.” 
 
    “Didn’t I prove to earlier that you indeed are my champion?” she asked coyly. 
 
    “You did,” I said, grinning. I didn’t take her affections to heart, though. If I had to guess, this lady liked something new, and often. 
 
    “But you’re still an outsider,” she said, eying me carefully. “Perhaps the butcher woman should cut out your tongue, making it impossible for you to tell anyone about the oracle.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    Her manner became more thoughtful. “You think this is a joking matter. It isn’t. This is the life of the Fighting Hunge. The oracle will lift us to heights of power, but only if we obey his strictures to the letter.” 
 
    “If I’m your champion, aren’t I automatically one of the Fighting Hunge?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I must ask the oracle.” She released my arm as she stood. “Drink more beer. I must go to the—” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said sternly. “You don’t think I’m letting an oracle—Schaine. Don’t you understand the fundamentals of wielding power?” 
 
    “Better than anyone,” she said. 
 
    “The oracle surely resents your authority over the Fighting Hunge. Priests have fought kings—queens—over matters of precedence and political authority for millennia.” 
 
    “The oracle is no priest.” 
 
    “A priestess makes it even worse,” I said. 
 
    “The oracle is not human.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Schaine shook her head. “I’ve already said too much. The oracle will be displeased. It’s possible I’m going to lose you before I’ve really gotten to know you.” She frowned. “It’s a pity you slew Esteban. But I couldn’t have taken him back after you manhandled him so thoroughly. I can only love a winner.” 
 
    I set down my beer. “How do I become Fighting Hunge?” 
 
    “You can’t. You’re from space, from another world.” 
 
    “You want me to defeat the mentalists for you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Who said anything about that? I just don’t want them cheating us. The oracle says we can use the mentalists if we’re crafty enough. Why do you think the steam engine generates force night and day?” 
 
    I did wonder about the steam engine, but that wasn’t the priority right now. “I can help you against the mentalists,” I said. “I know them better than the oracle does.” 
 
    Schaine appeared dubious. “The oracle is all-knowing. He has raised us to unbelievable heights through his knowledge and craftiness. We have obeyed his words closely, killing any who defies or disobeys his dictates.” 
 
    “He’s not human, you say?” 
 
    “He was, but now he isn’t.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, before I could stop myself, glad I wasn’t drinking beer or I would have spewed another mouthful onto the picnic table. 
 
    Schaine turned to her guards, readying to call them, I think. 
 
    “I know the oracle personally,” I said quickly. 
 
    Schaine froze, and turned back to me slowly. “You came from space,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The oracle came from across time. How, then, can you possibly know him?” 
 
    I took a stab in the dark. “Doctor Calidore knows me.” 
 
    Schaine sucked in her breath as the blood drained from her features. She might have swayed, but sat down abruptly instead. 
 
    “How do you know his holy name?” she whispered. 
 
    I gave her a significant glance. 
 
    “Only I know his name,” she whispered. “Do you…? How can you…?” 
 
    “Take me to the oracle,” I said. 
 
    Her features hardened. “Are you seeking to order me?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. I’m here to help, remember? That I know the oracle should prove that.” 
 
    Schaine looked away, and it seemed her mind whirled at high speed, churning out possibilities. I was beginning to understand that she loved power more than anything else. She turned back to me, standing as she did, and I spied the hardness in her eyes. 
 
    “I would have loved you, Jason Bain.” 
 
    “Oh, Schaine,” I said, standing, putting real desire in my voice. It gave me the time I needed, for I slugged her hard and quick, with a short sharp cross to the chin, knocking her out even as I caught her collapsing body. 
 
    Lifting her in my arms, I cried, “Hurry! Escort me to the oracle. Schaine’s in trouble and only he can save her.” 
 
    The guards swiveled inward, taking in the situation—at Schaine’s orders earlier, they had been careful to only watch outward, giving us privacy. I half turned and saw a beer girl with a jug in her arms looking at me wide-eyed. 
 
    Since I couldn’t do anything else, I winked at the beer girl, making it a leering one full of promise. 
 
    The bikini-clad beer girl blushed, and she turned away without shouting that I’d slugged Red Schaine and knocked her out. That beer girl hissed something to the others, and they all hurried into the food tent. 
 
    “Schaine has to see the oracle at once,” I told the guards. “If you wait too long, the oracle may not be able to help her.” 
 
    “How can the oracle help her?” the chief guard asked. He was heavier than the others, an older man with a gut but with a shrewd way about him. “All Schaine needs is a glass of water poured over her head.” 
 
    I laughed sharply. “Get out of my way if you’re not going to help. I’m the champion, and I’ll do whatever I must to make sure nothing happens to my lovely Schaine.” 
 
    The guards glanced at each other. 
 
    “Let him go,” one of them told the chief, a lean Fighting Hunge with an ugly scar above and below a black eye-patch. 
 
    “Only Schaine enters the cool of the holy cave,” the chief said. “Only she speaks to the oracle.” 
 
    “What about the primary engineer?” the one-eyed guard asked. “He goes in all the time.” 
 
    “The primary engineer is not Fighting Hunge,” the chief said, “but a spaceman tending to the oracle’s energy needs. The engineer never enters the cave while the oracle is awake.” 
 
    “Shows what you know about the cave,” I said. 
 
    The chief guard scowled at me. 
 
    “Oh, darling,” I told the unconscious Schaine, pressing a cheek against one of hers. “I’ll do anything for you.” 
 
    The one-eyed guard snorted, and shot a meaningful glance at the chief. I suspected, then, that some of Schaine’s champions had come to quick ends, their surprised antics at the sudden turn of fate providing amusement for the Fighting Hunge who had seen it all before. They likely thought my so-called love for Schaine was badly misplaced, and I would have been the first to agree with them. 
 
    “You know the rule,” the chief told the one-eyed guard. “No one can enter the cave without receiving a death sen—” he trailed off and glanced at me. “You want to go with Schaine as she sees the oracle?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been saying,” I told him, putting bite into my voice. In case that wasn’t enough, “Are you too stupid to understand me?” 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. The chief turned to the one-eyed guard. “Show the fool—take the champion to the entrance of the oracle. What he does after that is on his own head.” 
 
    “This way,” the one-eyed guard told me, motioning toward a section of cliff. 
 
    I nodded stiffly, and I heard Schaine snort as she began moving the slightest bit in my arms. She was waking up, which meant I had to get this done before she started shrieking orders to kill me. 
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    “Step it up,” I told the one-eyed guard. 
 
    He glanced back at me and must have noticed that I felt the pulse in Schaine’s throat. In reality, I pressed a key spot on her throat. If I did it long enough, it would kill her. I just wanted to render her deeply unconscious. 
 
    The guard hurried, and I strode after him. After we’d crossed most of the plateau, with the rest of the guard detail trailing us, the one-eyed guard pointed at a leather curtain. It hung before an entrance in a vertical cliff wall that went straight up. The cliff looked smooth, machine-made. 
 
    Without preamble, I shouldered aside the cape, entering a gloomy cavern. A faint glow ahead provided me with a modicum of illumination. I headed that way and tripped, almost pitching Schaine onto the stone floor. A glance back showed me a thick power cord that snaked deeper into the gloom. Looking back, I saw that the cord went into a rocky recess just before the hanging cape. 
 
    That was interesting. Why would a digitized Dr. Calidore need a power cord? Maybe just as important, what supplied the power? 
 
    Heading toward the light, I tried to understand how Calidore could have become the all-important oracle in so short a time. I hadn’t been with the Wind Runners and Fighting Hunge for very long, surely not enough time for Calidore to maneuver his way into telling these people what to do or drastically changing their destiny. 
 
    I strode for the light, taking a turn in the cavern and now squinting the nearer I came. It was a bright arc light. Maybe the Fighting Hunge had gotten it from the Wind Runners. 
 
    The cavern narrowed back here. I noticed several banks of machines to either side. There were also a few radar-like dishes slowly moving back and forth. Was that for show? I actually saw two rods sticking up in a V with a purple electrical current working up it like a bad 1950’s science fiction movie. We had found the oddest books in various Nevada ruins, including those written by movie critics. 
 
    “Halt,” I heard in Dr. Calidore’s all too familiar voice. The sound was loud, louder than his computer-slate speaker should be able to produce. 
 
    I glanced around, spying a big speaker unit. I noticed a shelf in the very back and saw the computer slate lying there. Cords snaked to a unit beside the slate. Maybe Calidore had a wireless connection to the bigger unit. 
 
    “Long time, no see,” I said. 
 
    “Jason Bain?” Calidore asked, sounding surprised. “I thought you died years ago.” 
 
    As softly as I could, I set the red-haired lizard queen on the rock floor. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “Better question is what happened to you? How did you manage all this? And how in the world can you say something so ridiculous as that I’ve been dead for years?” 
 
    “It isn’t ridiculous as it’s been over seven years since I saw you last.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, sounding winded and feeling weak. Was he serious? 
 
    “I’ve begun to wonder if we initially landed at a temporal anomaly.” 
 
    I tried to wrap my mind around that. “You mean arrived here at Aiello at a spot that goes in and out of time?”  
 
    “Crudely put and not even that accurate,” Calidore said, “as I do not have any evidence to support the theory. I am more inclined to believe that the Avanti’s transporting ray or travel method had some unusual characteristics and side effects. Did you notice anything unusual upon reaching Aiello?” 
 
    “Sure. There was a dinosaur-era fern forest, a parked spaceship and a weird box city. Oh, I was also on rock then, not on sand as when I woke up later.” 
 
    “Describe the box city.” 
 
    I did so, remembering and describing its chaotic nature. 
 
    “Amazing,” Calidore said, once I’d finished. “Do you realize you’re describing a Gorth outpost?” 
 
    “Who? What?” 
 
    “The Gorths were a servant race of the Masters.” 
 
    “The supposedly galaxy-invading Masters that the Avantis hate?” 
 
    “The same,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Okay…and what does all that mean?” 
 
    “That you spied a box city?” 
 
    “Sure. We can start there.” 
 
    “The Gorths built on outpost worlds millennia ago. Thus, if you saw such a city, it would imply that you saw or were in the distant past.” 
 
    “Which might also explain the fern forest,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, there is corroboration for the event,” Calidore said. “Yes. That would also explain rock turning into sand.” 
 
    “Fine. Now, how do you explain the sky-sharks hitting us—me, really? They also took my knife and you.” 
 
    “I can’t explain the process although there must have been some kind of temporal disturbance as I’ve suggested. I would guess it had to do with the Avanti transfer method.” 
 
    “I don’t. I think it has to do with the mentalists poking around this world’s oldest ruins.” 
 
    Calidore did not reply right away, finally saying, “You know about the mentalists?” 
 
    “That I do.” 
 
    “Did Schaine tell you about them?” 
 
    “Did you turn her into the sadist she’s become?” 
 
    “This is no time for recriminations. I did what I had to. Now, we must unite our efforts in order to achieve our separate goals.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s your goal?” 
 
    “More to the point, what is your goal, Jason?” 
 
    That stopped me. What was my goal? 
 
    “The Avantis have besieged Terra,” Calidore said. “They have infested you with a Lorelai worm—” 
 
    “Whoa. What?” 
 
    “Information,” he said. “You seek information. I seek aid, particularly of a mobile kind. Perhaps if you supply me with arms and legs, I will find it in me to tell you what the Avanti did to you.” 
 
    “Where do you want me to take you?” 
 
    Calidore paused again. “How do I know I can trust you to keep your end of the bargain?” 
 
    “I’ll start the ball rolling,” I said, sure that I was running out of time. “The Avanti, or the shining one in the Arch Ship, told me that if you try to tell mentalists about what happened to you on Terra, or about the Titan ruins or the Arch Ship, that an auto process will erase you from the computer slate.” 
 
    “Devilish bastards,” he said. “That complicates things considerably.” 
 
    “Why, because you were going to have me take you to the mentalists and double-cross me there?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said. “You’re overreacting.” 
 
    I doubted that, but I needed his help to get away from the Fighting Hunge. I would worry about his treacherous nature later. “I just started the trust, Calidore, giving you advanced information. Now, tell me about the whatever-you-call-it worm inside me.” 
 
    “Lorelai worm,” he said. “It’s a control device, a semi-sentient creature living in your body.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Have you noticed any…differences since leaving the Arch Ship?” 
 
    “Like people slowing down during a fight?” I asked. 
 
    “The worm must activate certain bodily functions in you, refining human capabilities. However, if you die, it will die, so it must be careful what it does to you.” 
 
    “And you can see this worm in me?” 
 
    “If you mean detect, yes, of course. These augmenting machines have increased my sensor range and given me x-ray weaponry, among other things.” 
 
    I muttered a swear word. 
 
    “I’ll let you in on a secret,” Calidore said. “The Avantis are notorious for doing exactly what they did to each of us. Galactic legend and history both corroborate this. Think of them like elves in Terran history. I do not refer to the elves of the many fantasy novels written just before the first nuclear war, but the elves or fairies of historical legends. Those creatures were capricious, often playing sinister pranks on those who met them.” 
 
    “Do you think Terran legends about elves and fairies are really couched truths about the ancient Avantis?” 
 
    “That is an interesting theory. I will have to ponder that at another time. We are about to have visitors, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Are guards coming?” 
 
    “Not that kind of danger. I finally managed to convince one of the mentalists to visit me. He’s almost here, and he has several neutraloids in attendance.” 
 
    Instead of berating him for treacherous actions, I asked, “What are neutraloids anyway?” 
 
    “Altered humans,” he said, “gelded and inflated with massive strength and a bloodthirsty nature. They’re mentalist shock troops, you could say.” 
 
    As he spoke, I remembered what Schaine had said about Calidore keeping his presence hidden from the mentalists. If the doctor had called one, it sounded as if he’d made a fundamental change in policy. One thing seemed clear. He’d made the call before he knew the Avanti computer would wipe his digital personality for trying to give away the Terran System and Avanti secrets. Had Calidore hoped to make a deal with the mentalist, betraying my planet? 
 
    “Why’s the mentalist coming here exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “How dear do you hold the Fighting Hunge?” 
 
    “Get to the point, Doctor.” 
 
    “The mentalists need workers in the subterranean ruins, as the draining lake made a mess of certain caverns.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Lake Paga?” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “How long until the mentalist shows up?” 
 
    “Just a moment, I’m activating—oh-oh, the advance party is arriving. They’ve already deployed sleeping gas canisters.” 
 
    I sniffed around me. 
 
    “The gas is odorless,” Calidore said. “Do you feel faint?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I was checking for psychosomatic responses in you, studying the state of your mental condition. By already being deployed, I meant in the launchers of the approaching vessels. Neither the vessels nor the canisters have yet reached the plateau.” 
 
    I made a swift calculation. If Calidore knew about the approaching vessels, it would indicate his sensors had seen them. If his sensors reached that far, wouldn’t he have known about me when I’d first landed on the plateau? If that was true, he’d made the call to the mentalists—I might have been his bargaining chip or one of them, anyway. His talking here with me was simply to keep me occupied until the mentalist’s vessels landed. 
 
    I crouched beside Schaine, removing her laser pistols. 
 
    “As the old saying goes,” Calidore told me, “resistance is futile. The mentalist needs workers. If you do exactly as I say, I’ll remain mum regarding your presence. You can join the Hunge as a worker and receive a firsthand education about mentalist procedures and about the ancient ruins. When the time comes, I’ll help you escape so you can help me leave Aiello.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” I said, turning, heading for the cave entrance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Calidore shouted in an amplified voice. “I already told you resistance is futile. Come back, or I’ll train my x-ray emitters on you. I made a deal with the mentalist, and I don’t want you to do anything to upset it.” 
 
    I ignored him, breaking into a sprint. 
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    If Calidore had x-ray emitters and fired them at me, I didn’t feel a thing. He was bluffing, in other words. I’d played poker— 
 
    I shook my head, as I’d reached the leather curtain. I peeked out at the plateau. Everything seemed normal. 
 
    “Jason Bain,” Calidore shouted from the back of the cavern. “Come back or I’ll revive Schaine. She’ll have you gelded for sure. You’ll end your existence as a neutraloid.” 
 
    Could I work with Calidore as he worked with the mentalists? Even as I thought that, a horrible cramp struck, and I doubled over in pain. What in the heck was happening to me? It worsened into an agonizing stomach cramp, and I found myself on my knees, gasping for air. Was this the result of x-rays or something else? 
 
    “I’m fighting the mentalists,” I whispered. “I’m fighting them.” 
 
    Abruptly, the pain left, and I was certain the Lorelai worm had done that to me. At that moment, I knew one of my priorities was ridding myself of the sarcophagus-placed worm. How I could go about doing that, I had no idea. 
 
    “This is your last chance,” Calidore called. 
 
    I tucked the barrels of the laser pistols in the waistband of my pants. Then I strode past the curtain onto the plateau. The guards appeared. They’d been leaning against the cliff on either side, barely out of my line of sight. 
 
    “Where’s Schaine?” the chief asked. 
 
    “Where do you think?” I snapped. “Can’t you hear the oracle yelling?” 
 
    The chief paled. “I didn’t hear anything,” he said guiltily. 
 
    It must be a crime to eavesdrop on the oracle. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “I’ll overlook it this time because we have company coming.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Attackers are going to strike. They’re coming from the sky, planning to drop sleep canisters on us and make all of us slaves.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Are you an idiot? Haven’t you been listening to me? I’ve been with Schaine speaking to the oracle. He told us about the coming attack.” 
 
    The chief guard stared at me. 
 
    “Would Schaine have given me these if she hadn’t told me to mount a defense?” I drew the laser pistols, waving them in their air. “Come on. We don’t have much time to prepare.” 
 
    “We must stay here and guard Schaine,” he protested. 
 
    “A mentalist is double-crossing us, you idiot. I need everyone working together. Get your butt in gear and follow me. Now, come on.” 
 
    I hurried toward the missile battery I’d seen earlier. Stopping, I glanced back at the guards. They stood in confusion. “Hey!” I yelled, motioning with the pistols. “Hurry it.” 
 
    Finally, they hurried after me. 
 
    I turned toward the missile battery and began hollering instructions. 
 
    If Calidore were crafty, he’d call the mentalist and tell the man to turn back. That would shatter my authority and allow Schaine to punish me cruelly. I was betting that Calidore wasn’t going to do that, or the mentalist wouldn’t listen if he did. 
 
    “Get the sky-sharks up!” I bellowed. “A mentalist is making an air attack. He’ll wipe us out if we don’t move fast enough.” 
 
    “How do you know?” a flyer asked me. 
 
    I held up Schaine’s laser pistols. “She’s speaking with the oracle, and he’s giving her further instructions. This is going to get complicated. That’s why she handed me the pistols. So you heroes would believe me and save the Fighting Hunge from a treacherous back stab.” 
 
    “Why is the mentalist—?” 
 
    “He’s going to make us slaves so we have to dig for him,” I shouted. “Who wants to go back to mining for aliens?” 
 
    Fighting Hunge stared at each other. 
 
    “Get the sky-sharks up, pronto,” I said, “or do I have to do everything myself?” 
 
    “You can fly a sky-shark?” 
 
    “Damn straight, I can fly. And I guess I’ll have to do it myself. Schaine won’t be happy—” 
 
    “No,” a Hunge said. “Let’s go. If he’s lying, we’ll know soon enough. Then we’ll land and speak to Schaine about this. He would be a fool to attempt trickery like this against us.” 
 
    “Enough jawing,” I said. “Get your butt up there before it’s too late.” 
 
    A lookout gave a sharp cry. We looked up at him. The man was higher up, on the cliff. He pointed into the distance, shouting again. 
 
    The flyers and I saw specks out there, and they were coming in fast. 
 
    “Get up in the clouds,” I said. “Hide. When they start landing, hit them from above.” 
 
    The chief of flyers nodded, and they sprinted to their covered sky-sharks. The rest of us rushed to the missile batteries. There were three of them. 
 
    Men set uncovered sky-sharks onto small wooden rollers, shoving them to a big steam catapult. Eight burly men loaded a sky-shark onto the steam catapult. The flyer climbed a ladder and lay down on his plank. Once the flyer was set, a loader waved to a man sitting in a gunnery-like chair. That man caused the catapult aimer to swivel out and up. He pulled a lever. With a whoosh, the catapult pusher launched the sky-shark into the air. Exhaust expelled from the back nozzle, and the plank with stubby wings zoomed up toward a fluffy white, nearby cloud. One after another, more flyers joined the first. 
 
    At the same time, women and children ran into stone huts and other protective locations. Ground men in leather vests and pants took up various hiding spots, many bearing machine guns while others held RPGs.  
 
    I stayed at one of the missile batteries, impressed with their decisive actions. They’d clearly trained for a surprise air raid against them. 
 
    One of the guards handed me a Wind Runner spyglass. I aimed the telescope at the much larger specks, bringing three enclosed vessels into view. I would guess them each larger than a sky raft, and I’d guess each of them used anti-gravity pods, because I didn’t spy any serious wings. It finally occurred to me that those were haulers, carriers or shuttles of some type. 
 
    I told my finding to the guards around me. “Think about it,” I added. “They plan to shove you inside the carriers and take you away as mining slaves for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    “Why?” asked the chief guard. “We had a good deal going.” 
 
    “Because you can never trust a mentalist once he’s on the trail of ancient relics.” I didn’t know that to be true, but it seemed like good policy to pump the men up to fight as hard as they could. 
 
    “Enemy approaching!” the lookout shouted. 
 
    Our missile chief threw a switch. Our missile battery swiveled this way and that as if searching for exactly the right direction to point. 
 
    “Down,” the chief shouted at us. 
 
    I hit the deck as the first antiaircraft missile whooshed from its launcher, speeding with extreme prejudice at the approaching haulers. 
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    The fight did not go as I’d expected. The missiles left the first battery one by one. They zoomed at the enemy, but none exploded. Instead, as I watched through the spyglass, I witnessed each missile flying past the haulers and continuing until it ran out of fuel. At that point, the missile plummeted out of sight. 
 
    “Damn starmenters,” the chief swore. “They sold us defective missiles.” 
 
    I doubted that, suspecting that the mentalist’s people had far better electronic counter warfare. 
 
    “Can you hold the launching of the other missiles?” I asked. 
 
    The chief stared at me, and even as I spoke, the next missile battery launched its first missile. 
 
    “Do you have any antiaircraft guns?” I asked. 
 
    “Our machine guns,” he said. 
 
    I looked around the plateau. Could machine-gun fire bring down the haulers? I rather doubted it. But wouldn’t fighting be better than surrendering? I suppose it depended on what a person wanted out of life. Some believed better a live dog than a dead lion. And if one was a slave, one still had a chance of winning freedom someday. 
 
    Calidore had said the mentalist would use gas canisters. 
 
    “Do you have gas masks?” I asked. 
 
    Again, the chief stared at me as if I spoke folly. 
 
    “Guards,” I said. “Follow me.” 
 
    I left the empty missile battery with the guards following, heading toward the cliff. “Are there any tunnel entrances we can use?” 
 
    “No,” the one-eyed guard said. 
 
    “What about the pit over there?” I indicated where the giant steam engine’s leather belt disappeared into the rock ground. “Can we hide down there?” 
 
    “The belt will cut us in half if we try.” 
 
    “First, we’re going to stop the steam engine, which will stop the belt.” 
 
    “That is forbidden,” the one-eyed guard said. 
 
    I whirled around. “Do you want to die?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said. 
 
    “Then, you’re going to have to listen to me. I’m the spaceman, remember? I know what the mentalist and his people are capable of. The haulers are going to drop gas canisters and maybe they have stun rays. We want to be hidden so we can boil up and kill the enemy once he lands and thereby save the Fighting Hunge.” 
 
    The one-eyed guard narrowed his good eye at me, finally nodding. 
 
    We headed for the giant steam engine, a huge chugging thing with a crew of seven even now stoking it with more coal shoveled into the furnace. 
 
    “The stokers are going to fight us,” the one-eyed guard said. 
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Regulus,” he said. 
 
    “Regulus, convince the stokers to shut it down for us. If you have to get rough, do it, but do it fast. Do you understand?” 
 
    Regulus looked up at the nearing haulers. Like him, I could see the front windows, although I couldn’t quite see the individual pilots peering out at us yet. 
 
    Regulus called three other guards to him. The rest followed me. 
 
    As we waited near the pit where the leather belt continued to churn something down there, the sky-sharks began attacking from the white cloud. 
 
    The haulers slid toward the plateau, and the sky-sharks plunged almost straight down upon the enemy. Sky-shark machine guns began chattering. On a few, launchers fired rocket-propelled grenades. 
 
    The hauler pilots and sensor men must have missed the sky-sharks hidden in the cloud. Maybe the flying planks were too small and unsophisticated to be noticed by the sensors. Maybe the sensor men had just gotten lazy or maybe our side had gotten lucky. 
 
    The sky-sharks targeted the last hauler, all of them diving at it. An explosion caused the hauler to shudder. Smoke billowed from it and daring sky-shark flyers flew even closer. Lasers burned up out of the hauler hole, hitting sky-sharks. Those planks began corkscrewing, heading down. One slammed against the stricken hauler, sliding around the fuselage and then plummeting down. A grenade flew through the rent and must have exploded inside. Once more, the hauler shuddered, and then it simply broke in half. 
 
    People fell out of the broken halves, some of them blue-colored. Equipment fell out, plunging earthward. Then, both halves of the broken hauler must have lost energy for their anti-gravity pods. That was the only explanation that made sense to me, as the two floating halves suddenly screamed down, smashing farther away in a valley. 
 
    Fighting Hunge cheered, pumping fists and machine guns in the air. 
 
    At the same time, the leather belt slowed down and then stopped. Regulus and his men ran to us. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “Get out of sight. Things are going to turn ugly fast.” 
 
    Was it a premonition? I don’t know, maybe. We jumped into the hole in the rock, finding ledges around it. There was a deeper hole where the flat leather belt went. What the leather belt had pulled or turned, I had no idea. Maybe it was a generator for the entire plateau. What had powered Calidore’s machines, after all? 
 
    I peered up to see what was happening. 
 
    Rays beamed from the remaining two haulers. They targeted sky-sharks, which burned sometimes and always plunged earthward. A few of the flyers bailed out of their plummeting sky-sharks. Several of the falling men screamed faintly in terror. 
 
    The haulers proved bigger than I’d expected, their true size becoming apparent as they approached the plateau. Some of the Fighting Hunge didn’t have proper fire control and stepped into view, their machine guns chattering as they futilely fired up at the haulers. 
 
    Big silver canisters ejected from each hauler. The canisters tumbled and hit the plateau with metallic crashes. Each canister broke open, some exploding. There didn’t seem to be any other effect. In less than ten seconds, though, Fighting Hunge began collapsing where they stood. 
 
    “Sorcery,” Regulus hissed from where he stood near me. 
 
    “Odorless and colorless sleeping gas,” I said. 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    “Science,” I said. 
 
    He frowned at me as if the word made no sense. 
 
    I didn’t know if the gas would be lighter or heavier than air. By that I meant, would the sleep gas have a tendency to sink or rise? I’d made a choice, a guess, and would soon find out if hiding in a stone hole had been smart or stupid. 
 
    The gas didn’t get everyone, though. Some Hunge used up one magazine after another, peppering the metal sides of the descending haulers. Could they get lucky? 
 
    Side doors opened on the lowest hauler, and blue-skinned, helmeted humanoids leapt out. They floated down, each wearing bulky belts around their waists. Those must have been some kind of anti-gravity devices with limited juice. The blue-skinned men—tattooed that color, neutraloids, I confirmed later—carried laser carbines, and began beaming the machine-gun Hunge with uncanny accuracy. 
 
    “We’re doomed,” Regulus moaned beside me. 
 
    I looked at the two laser pistols in my hands, shoved one in the waistband of my pants and carefully aimed the other. A beam rayed, hitting a neutraloid’s helmet, burning through and killing him. 
 
    “We’re not finished yet,” I shouted. 
 
    I picked off two more and barely survived a counter-strike as Regulus grabbed my shoulders and jerked me back from where I’d been standing. Laser beams flashed at the spot. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told Regulus. 
 
    “More are coming,” he said. “They jumped from the other hauler. I don’t think you saw them.” 
 
    I slid to another location popped up and almost bought it as two beams speared at me, barely missing. 
 
    “We have to move,” Regulus said. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Regulus slumped unconscious. So did others nearby on the shelf inside the hole. 
 
    I blinked and realized I felt dizzy. “No,” I said in a husky voice. “They’re not getting me that easily.” 
 
    I began to totter, but something gave me more stamina, even against sleeping gas. Ever so slowly, I headed into the deeper hole, using a ladder to go down. I must have stopped and stared at times, because suddenly a harsh-voiced man commanded me to drop my pistols. 
 
    I looked up slowly, saw a neutraloid staring down at me—he had harsh features and burning eyes—and I began to aim one of the pistols at him. If I’d moved fast before against Esteban Dan, I must have appeared then the way the neutraloid did now against me. The next thing I knew, he’d knocked the pistol out of my hand. Then his hard, blue fist struck my face, and I felt myself falling, hitting the bottom of the hole and going unconscious. 
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    I drifted or floated upon a sea of nothingness for what seemed like a long time before consciousness returned by small degrees. I floated—maybe I’d already sensed that. But this was a different kind of floating. Before, it had been a mental drift. Now, I literally floated… 
 
    My eyelids fluttered as I tried to understand. I was buoyant, and I heard the rush of air in my ears and sensed bubbles gurgling around me. Sluggishness ruled in my brain, so I still couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    As I opened my eyes further, I thought to see shapes moving around me. They were tall and stood before me as if watching. Pain jolted through me. I jerked, but I still floated. 
 
    This was—a moment of clarity struck. I was wearing a breathing mask. Whenever I exhaled, bubbles wobbled out of the mask away from me. I could see because I had glass or some kind of clear visor before my eyes. I appeared to be in a giant test-tube-like cylinder as once the Avanti had held Doctor Calidore. Mine was filled with greenish liquid. That was why I floated, because I was in the liquid. There was a tube attached to my mask, supplying me with air, I suppose. There were other lines attached to my naked, floating body. The lines shivered at times, giving me jolts, and they surely did other things as well. The blurry images before me—those must have been men, scientists or technicians observing me from outside the liquid-filled cylinder. 
 
    A mentalist’s soldier had captured me. Were the mentalist now performing experiments upon my person? I deeply resented that. It was one thing to have an ancient alien like an Avanti do such things. But to have a human—even a modified one—do this filled me with fury. 
 
    I grunted. It felt as if cold and heat, in turns, washed through or against my mind. Were the experimenters beaming brain waves at my cranium? As the heat and cold stimulated my mind, I sensed thoughts other than just my own. The thoughts weren’t in English or the language I’d spoken on Aiello. They were alien. 
 
    Was I directly sensing the Lorelai worm? 
 
    Electric-like jolts struck once more. My eyelids fluttered and I lost sense of my physical reality as I mentally floated once more. 
 
    Childhood memories surfaced, keeping me company. I smiled as I hunted with my father, sneaking through a grove of trees with ancient M-1 carbines in our hands. He raised his rifle, firing. I peered through the foliage as our meal crashed upon old dead leaves. It had been a perfect shot, leaving all the meat for the cooking pot later. The scene shifted, and I felt a gush of gratitude to my mother as she held my forehead as I vomited because I had a fever. She spoke soothing words to me. Once more, like flickering cards, a new image surfaced. I trembled as a she-bear rushed me because I had been playing with her cub. The cub scampered away to her, bawling. As the she-bear neared, strong hands jerked me out of the way, and a pack of hounds rushed forward barked fiercely, halting the she-bear’s attack. Flicker-flicker-flicker: I cried out as my father applied the belt of wisdom to my seat of knowledge. I’d disobeyed him about bear cubs and now received the punishment for it. I never did that again and was grateful that my father spanked me, taking the time to teach his son. I hadn’t been grateful at the time, but later…Flicker-flicker-flicker: I was back in the ruins of old Las Vegas, in a great building with rows upon rows of broken slot machines. There were hundreds of human skeletons on the floor— 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The voice jolted me out of my memories. It was disorienting and frightening. I wanted to crawl back into my mind. Instead, I tried to look around but could see nothing. I had the feeling then that I couldn’t open my eyes. 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    I kept my lips tightly pressed together. I wasn’t going to say. 
 
    “Why isn’t he answering?” a different person asked. 
 
    For the first time, I ceased trying to crawl back into my mind. Something was going on, something real, not just another memory or mental fantasy. 
 
    “It’s the worm,” the first questioner said. “It must be blocking his speech center.” 
 
    I almost spoke then, or should say that I almost attempted to speak. A grim weariness stole over me instead. The image of Las Vegas—that I’d been holding—broke apart. I soared upward in a terrible fashion and— 
 
    Confusion struck along with a sense of vulnerability, and I realized that more time had passed. I also heard people around me as metal instruments clicked on a tray. Slowly, I became aware that I lay on a cot and that ties held down my limbs. For just a moment, my eyes cracked open. 
 
    Tall men in green garments and green masks stood around me. I saw a screen above me, higher above the men, too. On the screen was one circle within a circle within another circle. I did not know what any of that meant. Then, I saw a faint reflection on the tilted screen. I had to concentrate, and that tired me terribly. The faint reflection showed my supine body as working machines surrounded me. Much worse, though, I saw what seemed to be the top part of my skull on a tray. The tall green-clad men hovered around my exposed brain, using tiny silver instruments that poked and prodded. 
 
    I wanted to weep at the injustice and horror of my position. Instead, I wearily closed my eyes, wishing I were back on Terra in the Nevada Territory. 
 
    I could still hear, though, and listened to the experimenters speak to each other. 
 
    “We can’t bypass the worm like this,” a man said. “We have to remove it.” 
 
    “Impossible,” a different man said. “The worm’s tendrils are intertwined and sunk into his spinal cord. You saw the x-rays. Some of the tendrils have already inserted into his brain stem and are even now slowly advancing into the brain. It will control his thoughts soon enough.” 
 
    “Then we must act at once.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I keep returning to the frontal lobes here and here. They’ve clearly been altered and must serve some new and special function. Could Avanti science have advanced so far that they could alter a fully-grown brain without direct access?” 
 
    “Maybe the better question is, what does the alteration do, as you’ve suggested it must? How has this changed the subject’s mental capabilities? I would also like to know why someone with Avanti science at his command would bother making these alterations.” 
 
    “We must dissect the brain to discover the answer.” 
 
    “I most heartily disagree. We must remove the worm and study the subject. Then, we will give him endless stimulations to discover his mental capabilities. Besides, rendering his brain inert is a foolish waste. Calidore is blocked. Our hope in discovering a living Avanti and his ship lies with this specimen and this specimen alone.” 
 
    “Wait, brother,” the man said breathlessly. 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    “The subject hears us. He is aware. No, no, this will complicate matters considerably.” 
 
    “Not necessarily… We could insert a memory block. He is an amazing find. This is proof of Avanti…” 
 
    I did not hear the rest as a new lassitude rolled over me in a wave of cooling numbness. Soon, I reentered the lonely drift of self. Was it a longer or shorter amount of time than before? I had no way of gauging. There was just the drift, the long floating journey through nothingness and— 
 
    Suddenly, it felt as if lightning pain surged through my body. I awoke to a nightmare, face down on an operating table. It was of silvery metal. Green-clad legs moved around me, all I could see from my prone position. Machines hummed and more electric shocks caused me to groan. 
 
    “Twenty cc’s of—” 
 
    Someone spoke, although I did not hear the rest. The pain was too sizzling, to all-encompassing to comprehend what was said or what was happening to me. Then cooling filled me, giving relief. That lasted a second at most before hot lightning pain surged through me once again. 
 
    “He’ll be paralyzed if we continue like this,” a woman said. 
 
    “I’ll risk that,” a man said. “Besides, he can still talk if he’s paralyzed. Now, we will remove each tendril, one at a time as planned.” 
 
    I wanted to speak. I wanted to ask them what they were doing to me to cause such intense agony. Instead, as new cooling numbness rolled through my mind, I drifted off yet again. 
 
    I had noticed one difference, though. The alien thought and presence had departed. I realized I had felt a constant weight against my mind. Now, that weight was gone. I had my own mind again without the endless alien surveillance. Despite my silent rejoicing, I feared that the green-garbed scientists would take off the top of my skull again and attach their probes to my exposed brain. 
 
    As I floated, I wondered how any of this was possible. It was beyond Terran medical science, beyond the best the corporations possessed. 
 
    I had no answers, just the feeling of floating, of a great passage of time. Then, quite suddenly, I began shooting to the surface, to consciousness, and I realized that I was about to re-enter life. I dreaded to discover my present circumstances, and thus fought the upward ascent. It didn’t matter. I was waking up and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 
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    I awoke feeling stiff, as if my muscles hadn’t moved for a long time. I also feared to move, afraid I would tear ligaments, open freshly healed wounds, and then my guts or blood would come gushing out. Yet I was beyond ravenous and parched. I felt like an empty balloon, desperately needing nourishment to fill me back up. 
 
    I opened my eyes, but everything was blurry. It was as if I’d forgotten how to focus. I had no idea where I was, although I knew that I wasn’t in the bottom of the pit on a Kurgech Mountain plateau. I also knew that I wasn’t in a plane or hauler. There was no sense of motion or vibration. I was in a still place and could feel a psychic pressure of great weight pushing down on me. 
 
    Slowly, my blurriness departed as my holding cell come into focus. At the same time, my hunger and thirstiness intensified to an intolerable degree. 
 
    I lay on a cot in a small, warm cell. There was horrible itchiness around my skull, in my side and down the length of my spine in my back. I looked down at my side and could detect a faint scar, but I couldn’t remember being gashed there. 
 
    I did recall someone speaking about a memory block. Was this evidence of blockage? Hmm… If I had a scar in my side, did I have other scars around my skull and along the length of my spine in my back? 
 
    A terrible premonition filled me. What kind of monsters were these mentalists? What kind of sadists cut people willy-nilly as if they were only biological machines, not humans with souls and therefore the right to human dignity? What kind of psychopaths put a man in a giant test tube to study him? And why was I thinking such crazy thoughts? 
 
    I’d been on the Fighting Hunge plateau, battling the mentalist and his hauler-hauled troops… With a groan, deciding it was time for some action instead of endless pondering, I swung my feet off the cot. 
 
    Part of the cell wall lifted up as if it was a door or a hatch that I hadn’t noticed earlier. The timing would indicate someone was watching me. 
 
    A towering, harsh-faced human with blue skin glared at me. He wore a black uniform with red shoulder boards and had a black military cap snugly on his head. There was madness in his eyes, a barely suppressed killing fury. He was big, and there was an animalistic aura to him. 
 
    “Are you a neutraloid?” I asked, amazed at how raspy my vocal cords had become. 
 
    “Come,” he said, the word harsh-sounding. 
 
    He had a holstered weapon and a black baton at his hips. I had no doubt he would beat me savagely if I did not obey him. 
 
    I struggled off the cot, swaying onto my feet. 
 
    “You are weak,” he said, his voice filled with contempt. In a silky manner like a cat man, he entered the tiny cell and wrapped long blue fingers around my left upper arm. He propelled me through the hatch, forcing me to stumble along at his side as he marched down a metallic hall. We did not go far, thankfully, but entered a large room with a table stacked with food and drink. 
 
    He marched me into the room and thrust me into a chair. “Eat. Drink. Lord Ammon will inspect you shortly.” 
 
    The blue man stepped backward until he touched a wall and then stiffened into immobility, as if a spell had frozen him into a statue. 
 
    I closed my mouth as my atrophied wits attempted to make sense of all this. Finally, I asked, “Who’s Lord Ammon?” 
 
    My guardian did not answer, did not even indicate that he’d heard the question.  
 
    My insatiable hunger forced me to the food and drink. Let the blue man stand like a rock if he desired. My mouth salivated at the fruits, nuts and vegetables before me. 
 
    I ate sparingly at first, lest my stomach rebel. The first few bites made me even more ravenous. Then I could no longer contain myself, but began to cram food into my mouth. At times, it was hard to swallow I had so much in my mouth. I drank water, sniffed at it later, trying to detect drugs. I suppose Lord Ammon could have drugged me easily enough while I’d been asleep in the cell. He didn’t need trickery to accomplish that. So, I drank freely, gulping like a glutton. 
 
    I realized I was much skinnier than I remembered. That would imply injuries that my body had healed, using up interior tissues to do so. 
 
    I checked the faint scar on my side. What had caused that? The scar and the itchy sensations around my skull and spine made me uneasy. There were vague remembrances about those things that tried to struggle to the surface of my conscious thought. I could feel them bumping up against an invisible barrier, though. 
 
    With a shrug, I ate even more, burping often. I found that I couldn’t stop eating. My body wanted sustenance. Finally, sometime later, I sat back in the chair, stuffed and beginning to feel sleepy. 
 
    Suddenly, the blue man moved, his right hand dropping to the baton at his belt. “Remember,” he told me in his harsh voice. “You must speak with respect and decorum to Lord Ammon. Otherwise, your beating will be prolonged.” 
 
    “You’ll beat me?” I asked. 
 
    His black eyes swirled with a sick desire to inflict pain. I could feel it rove over me. What was wrong with him? 
 
    Before I could ask the neutraloid about it, a door swished up and a tall, angular man entered the chamber with easy grace. He wore black and gray garments with the pants tucked into the tops of his ankle-high boots. He possessed a long, thin face and had a high forehead indicating extreme intelligence. He had short but thick silver hair like mink fur, and deep-set magnetic eyes of a strange golden color. I’d never seen their like. There was a compelling quality to his eyes, as if Lord Ammon—I assumed it was he—could look into my soul and read my very thoughts. 
 
    “State your name,” he said, the voice rich and commanding. I also realized that I’d heard him before. The familiarity was stark, and troubling. Had he been in my dreams? And if so, what did that indicate? 
 
    The neutraloid made a hissing noise. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m Jason Bain.” 
 
    “I see,” the new man said. “What is your planet of origin?” 
 
    I blinked, wondering why he would ask that if he already knew, for I had the distinct impression that he did know. The memory block had failed in some degree, as I began to remember the clear cylinder, the operating table and the words passing between the experimenters. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” the new man asked. 
 
    “Perfectly,” I said, realizing the neutraloid had been hissing at me again. 
 
    “What is your planet of origin?” he repeated. 
 
    “Are you Lord Ammon?” I asked. 
 
    Instead of hissing, the neutraloid growled angrily at me. Lord Ammon—if it was he—raised a languid hand. The neutraloid fell instantly silent. 
 
    “Shall I unleash my Myrmidon upon you?” the tall man asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Then I suggest quick answers to my questions.” 
 
    I finally sat upright, glanced at the Myrmidon—the neutraloid—noted his eagerness to lunge at me and decided to concentrate on the other. 
 
    “I am adrift mentally,” I explained. “I have no idea where I am or who you are. Before I can answer questions—and I will gladly do so—I would like to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “This is a beginning interrogation. You are my prisoner. I am indeed Lord Ammon, and you could refer to me in the common parlance as a mentalist. That, of course, indicates that I am a scientist not only of the mind but regarding the entire human animal. However, I am a keen student of the mind in all its ramifications and have thus unlocked many hidden powers in myself. You are here to aid me in my continuing research by answering questions.” 
 
    “Thanks for the clarification,” I said. “I appreciate that. I, ah, also feel as if a long passage of time has taken place since I was last aware.” 
 
    Ammon looked up as if I’d made a social blunder. With a twitch of one of his long fingers, he must have signaled the Myrmidon. 
 
    The Myrmidon or neutraloid drew his baton with hardly any sound. In a bound, as if he was an uncoiling spring, he towered over me in my chair. The baton struck with brutal speed. I expected the swing to slow down, but that did not happen. Instead, the steel rod struck my thigh, and with a crack and an explosion of pain, my thighbone broke. 
 
    I slid off the chair in agony and astonishment. 
 
    The baton swung again, and my left forearm bone snapped at the impact. 
 
    “Enough,” Ammon said quietly. 
 
    The Myrmidon backed away. He wasn’t even breathing heavily or sweating in the slightest. There was a wolfish grin, though, and his black eyes seemed to shine. 
 
    I blinked in pain from where I lay sprawled on the floor. What was going on here? 
 
    “Attend me closely,” Ammon said. He was kneeling at my side. I hadn’t seen him walk near, which meant I must have been in shock. His long fingers set the thighbone. I swear I could feel the broken ends grinding together. Heat pulsated from his hands. It felt wonderful, glorious, even. The pain departed from my broken thigh. Next, he set my forearm bone, and similar heat—a most supreme feeling—crept over my arm. The pain was gone, and with it, my shock. 
 
    “There,” Ammon said. “It is done.” He rose, selected a chair and sat down, regarding me. “I just healed you.” 
 
    I must have looked at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “Go head,” he said. “Test my statement to your satisfaction.” 
 
    I touched my left forearm, and there was no pain. I rotated the wrist and flexed my left-hand fingers, and they moved easily enough. I climbed to my feet and jumped up and down. My left leg was as good as new. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “I healed you,” he repeated. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He nodded. “That is a reasonable question. The basic answer is that I am a mentalist.” 
 
    I recalled something I’d heard on the Arch Ship. Calidore used to have modifications. How had he said it? He’d possessed sensitivities, energies, projections, nullifications and lethal emanations. Supposedly, these…these “forces” had been integral to him. A modification could be anything put inside a person, I supposed. Was Ammon saying that he’d wielded some sort of energy that allowed bones to knit in an instant or so preposterously fast that it seemed to be an instant? 
 
    “Some refer to us as wizards,” Ammon said, as he watched me. 
 
    “Techno-wizards,” I said. 
 
    “If you prefer the term,” he said. “By the way, do you feel differently than you used to?” 
 
    “Do you mean differently toward you or your Myrmidon?” 
 
    “I do mean toward me as a mentalist. Do you have a compulsion to attack me, perhaps?” 
 
    “Are you asking me to be candid?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “The bone-breaking assault was to show you my healing powers, nothing more. I am not suggesting he will attack again if you speak in a displeasing manner.” 
 
    “I resent his attack and you ordering it.” 
 
    “I would expect so. However, it was important you understood who and what I am. Therefore, it was a useful example. But to get back to my point. Do you desire to strike me?” 
 
    “You mean other than in retaliation for ordering the bone breaking?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I see,” he said. “Do you feel perhaps a fanatical desire to stop my digging in the ancient ruins of Aiello?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    The Myrmidon growled a warning, halting as Ammon glanced at him. “He does not like anyone interrogating me, as it is a sign that you think of yourself as my equal.” 
 
    “You conditioned him.” 
 
    Ammon’s golden eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “That is obvious.” 
 
    “Then you don’t like anyone thinking they’re your equal.” 
 
    “I deal in truths, however stark, not egalitarian heresies. The truth is I have no equals.” 
 
    “Lord Ammon, before we proceed, may I ask for a few clarifications? I’m…bewildered by several facets of the situation.” 
 
    Ammon snapped his fingers. The Myrmidon headed for the exit, departing the chamber as the hatch closed behind him. 
 
    “I suspected your careless words were about to trigger him,” Ammon said. “Thus, for the moment, at least, it will be easier if he departs. In time, you’ll learn proper decorum while addressing me. But that’s neither here nor there for now. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Did you successfully capture all the Fighting Hunge on the plateau?” 
 
    “Those that survived are hard at work in the subterranean ruins. That includes the strange creature, Red Schaine.” I had the feeling he studied me as he said her name. Did he think I had special feelings for her? 
 
    Maybe I did, but I suppressed them. “Has there been a long passage of time since that plateau attack?” 
 
    “If by long you mean several weeks, the answer is yes.” 
 
    “I take it I’ve been unconscious the entire time?” 
 
    “Nearly so,” Ammon said. 
 
    I noticed a slight hesitation, wondering why. “Have you kept me unconscious through artificial means?” 
 
    “Your question implies I did so to harm you. Instead, the opposite is true. We kept you under stasis in order to prolong your life. You were dying, and would have died without my direct interference.” 
 
    “Did I sustain near-terminal battle injuries?” 
 
    “Notice,” Ammon said. He tapped the table. I heard a whirr of sound, and a sealed glass bottle rose from the center of the table. Inside the clear liquid in the bottle floated an intensely white worm, perhaps half the thickness of my small finger but twice as long. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “By your grimace, I suspect you already know. That was inside you until not so long ago.” 
 
    My dreams had been reality. The operation had been a success. I studied the worm as loathing filled me. The Avanti had inserted the worm into my body. The worm had inserted tendrils into my spinal cord. It had been in the process of inserting them into my brain. Here, then, had likely been the reason others had slowed down as they’d attacked me. 
 
    “Your facial tics indicate that you did not like it being in you,” Ammon said. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “It is a Lorelai worm, of course.” 
 
    “You’re familiar with them?” 
 
    “I am aware of the legend. They are supposed to be an invention of the Avantis. Have you heard about them perhaps?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Ammon crossed his legs, smoothing out a crease on his knee. “We extracted the worm from your body, and the process nearly killed you. That was not due to any ineptness on our part, but a byproduct of the worm’s removal. It attempted to kill you, in other words. That would indicate the Avanti that put it in you wanted you destroyed if the worm should ever leave your body.” 
 
    “The Avantis are a legend,” I said. “How could a legend put that into me?” 
 
    Ammon smiled sadly. “Do you take me for a fool, Jason Bain?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    He held up a long-fingered hand. “You must take care now. I know you were on an Arch Ship. I know you spoke to an Avanti. Such a fact is utterly amazing. The last Avanti was supposed to have died eons ago. Yet, you apparently have seen and spoken to one. That is a marvel, one that I wish to share.” 
 
    We were coming to the heart of the matter. “Supposing such a thing is true,” I said. “What benefit would I gain in sharing my knowledge with you?” 
 
    Ammon made an easy gesture. “There are several benefits. Firstly, your agony will cease before it begins in earnest. I mean, of course, that failure to share will cause me to hand you over to my Myrmidons. They will break you, and I will fix you. We shall practice the procedure until your will snaps and you beg to tell me everything you know. Listen to me well, Jason Bain. You cannot die while you are in my custody. I have already proven that I can bring you back from almost certain death.” 
 
    “Suppose I do as you ask. What will you do with the knowledge?” 
 
    His golden eyes seemed to swirl with power. “Do not seek to question me about my ultimate plans. I am a mentalist. Do you have any idea what that means?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. 
 
    “We are set apart from the common ruck. Most people are content to swill in their own primeval stupidity. We refuse to stall at our evolutionary location on the Tree of Life, but choose to ascend higher one upward bound after another. We modify ourselves. We grow, we climb higher and higher, attaining more in a lifetime than millions of generations of common people can attain. As a regular man is more than his primitive progenitor—I mean a lumpish apish creature—so is a mentalist superior to a common man. In that sense, people are correct to think of us as wizards. For we hold interior powers and can use our minds to greater effect than legions of common people can do united.” 
 
    “You’re gods?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ammon said. “But we are attaining godhood. That’s what it means to climb the evolutionary tree. With Avanti technology, there would be no limit to our achievements. Consider what I’m saying. The Ancients—the Avantis and the Masters—controlled unheard of powers. They achieved miracles as easily as you and I breathe. We seek to grow, to expand our horizons even as we expand our minds and abilities. I am on the verge of a breakthrough, even more so because you are going to give me the location of your planet.” 
 
    “For what reason?” I asked. 
 
    “I want the Arch Ship.” 
 
    “But if the Avantis are so great, won’t they simply destroy you during your attempt to hijack the Arch Ship?” 
 
    “In order to gain the universe, one must risk everything. I shall overpower the Avanti and take the Arch Ship for my own. Think, now, Jason Bain. Do you dare to stand in my way? You are a pawn in a great contest that you cannot possibly understand.” 
 
    “You have admirable powers,” I said. “But you’re no match for the Avanti on her Arch Ship.” 
 
    “She? A female did this to you?” 
 
    “Ask Dr. Calidore,” I said. 
 
    Ammon’s eyes swirled with golden power. “Yes,” he said. “That’s an excellent suggestion. I believe I shall.” 
 
    The mentalist stood. The door opened, and the neutraloid reentered the room. 
 
    “Take him to his cell,” Ammon said blandly. 
 
    Thus ended the first interrogation. 
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    I recovered rapidly during the next few days, although I was bored sick inside the small cell. I slept. I ate what the neutraloid slid through the slot and I began intense callisthenic workouts as my muscles firmed and expanded under the regime. 
 
    That was interesting. Apparently, the Avanti, or the sarcophagus experience, had done something to my body so I healed faster than I used to. It wasn’t all due to the Lorelai worm that used to be wrapped around my spinal cord. Perhaps I could still expel bullets lodged within me. 
 
    I became aware of new sensations as heat and cold, in turn, struck my brain. I felt dizzy sometimes and threw up twice. 
 
    It dawned on me that the mentalist practiced mind assaults upon me in here, perhaps with various rays. Was he breaking down my resolve? Did the boredom aid the machines beaming various waves at me? 
 
    I worked out harder, doing a thousand push-ups and three times the number of sit-ups. 
 
    On the fourth night since regaining consciousness, I had a bizarre dream. I’m sure it was a dream, although it was the oddest one I’d ever experienced. 
 
    As I slept, I dreamt that I was once again on the Arch Ship. I stood before the shining one as she peered at me. 
 
    “This is a recording,” she said. 
 
    “What? In a dream?” I asked. 
 
    “Dreaming is the easiest method for you to recall, remember or play back what until this point has been kept from you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You are a mentally dull species. Perhaps that is why your kind has flourished throughout the galaxy. You don’t have the decency to succumb to the higher troubles that a superior species faces. You just plod along, continuing to rut and eat, rut and eat, and fill up one planet after another. Even a series of nuclear wars can’t stall you for long. But that isn’t why I’ve inserted this memory into your mind.” 
 
    “You put a Lorelai worm in me.” 
 
    “Do you think the Avantis were stupid buggers? The mentalists are cunning. Our examination and dissection of the entity known as Dr. Calidore proved that to us. Yes. I inserted a Lorelai worm into you, certain the mentalists could extract it. If the mentalists could not, then they never were a serious threat to my Arch Ship. In that case, let the Lorelai worm live and exude in the new eon.” 
 
    “What would have happened to me?” 
 
    “Your body would have survived. Your brain would have ceased being yours as the worm took over.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm suggests you are not as dull-witted as you pretend.” 
 
    “How can you talk to me like this if this is a recording?” 
 
    “I am an Avanti. That is answer enough. It was an easy matter for me. But that isn’t the issue. Our time is short. I have altered you. That means I altered more than just your physical form. I am certain you will need extra abilities if you are to perform the service I desire.” 
 
    “I don’t work for you anymore. The worm—your coercion—is gone.” 
 
    “I never needed the worm. Your own enlightened self-interest will serve me just as well. The mentalists will desire your knowledge regarding my Arch Ship and me. One way or another, they mean to extract it from you. Once they do, you will become a husk, expendable to them. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you from experimenting with the people of Terra.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “First, to stop me, you must escape from the mentalists. That is what I mean by enlightened self-interest.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Continue to do as you think best, Jason. Just be ready for something new. My suggestion is to extract all the advantage you can that the surprise will give you. The mentalists will not expect the surprise precisely because of the existence of the Lorelai worm that used to be in you.” 
 
    The dream began to fade. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “It is possible the recording will have already given you too much advance notice. Don’t give it away, Terran. Continue to act like a dull-witted buffoon.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “If you are hearing this, it is because the mentalists have acted as predicted, removing the Lorelai worm and then trying various expedients against your mind. 
That is going to trigger an interior event. Be ready for it, Jason. It will likely be your last chance to survive your first encounter with the mind wizards.” 
 
    With the final warning, the dream dissolved, and I headed upward toward consciousness. I awoke in the dark on my cot in the tiny cell. 
 
    The dream—the Avanti, the shining one, had been cunning, it would seem. Had she controlled me in some other manner than the worm? I did not feel controlled. She said to trust my own enlightened self-interest. 
 
    I nodded slowly. I was going to do exactly that. Somehow, I was going to survive Aiello and Lord Ammon and surprise the Avanti by returning and taking over her precious Arch Ship. In that way, I would save Terra from becoming her experimental pawn in some galactic chess game. 
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    Two days later, the hatch opened, and the neutraloid escorted me to the larger chamber. The table with food and drink was gone, although another table stood in its place. The neutraloid shoved me onto one of two chairs in the room. The other was on the other side of a large circular table upon which stood odd equipment. 
 
    “Lord Ammon will be here shortly,” the neutraloid said in his harsh voice. “Don’t touch anything or you’ll be sorry you did.” 
 
    The blue-skinned thug departed, leaving me alone in the room. 
 
    Was this a test? I shrugged inwardly. Damn the mentalist and his tests. I wasn’t a monkey, or a chimpanzee. 
 
    I looked around, finally centering on the equipment on the middle of the table. The machine was complex looking, had various antennae and a circular band hooked to it that seemed it should go around a person’s head. Wires from the band were attached to the machine. 
 
    I thought about that. Before I could reach over and pick up the band, putting it on my head, the hatch opened. 
 
    Lord Ammon entered in a regal manner. He wore red and green garments with a short red cape that reached halfway down his back. He wore gloves today, too, and had several implements on a belt, including a familiar looking knife—mine. The sky-men had stolen it after first shooting me in the back when I’d arrived on Aiello with Calidore the computer slate. 
 
    Ammon halted in the hatchway, staring at me. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    He continued to stare with his strange yellow eyes. 
 
    “I’ll bite,” I said. “What’s wrong now?” 
 
    He shook his head in a quick negative. But that seemed to release him. He walked to the empty chair, sitting in it, staring at me anew. 
 
    Finally, I felt pressure against my forehead. I reached up, rubbing the spot. 
 
    “Ah,” Ammon said, relenting at last. 
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    Ammon pushed his chair from the table and crossed his legs. He put a hand on his up-thrust knee and began to tap it. 
 
    “You’ve filled out,” he told me. “You don’t look like a walking skeleton anymore. That’s an incredibly rapid recovery.” 
 
    “I don’t smoke, and I eat right.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Ah. You attempted a joke. That was an example of primitive humor.” 
 
    “You exalted mentalists have forgotten how to laugh?” 
 
    “On the contrary. However, our humor is more refined and exalted than you would understand.” 
 
    “Because I’m too dumb?” 
 
    “Inferior or lower would be more apt,” he said. 
 
    “Because you’ve scampered high up on the evolutionary tree?” 
 
    The faintest of frowns appeared on his face, although it straightened out of existence almost immediately. 
 
    “There has been a glitch in the digging,” he said. “It is unfortunate, because in my estimation we are near the prize. However, ‘glitch’ implies easily fixed. The solution is easy…” Ammon inhaled, slightly altering his position. “I’ve debated leaving Aiello in order to buy excavation equipment. That would be the most elegant solution. However, I could also gather greater drafts of laborers and continue as is, accepting a high percentage of fatalities. The starmenters favor the first method, as they realize that the draft gathering and fatalities would swing planetary perceptions against them, perhaps enough to goad the Wind Runners and Hunge into an alliance with the intention of slaying all off-worlders. Leaving the planet is time-consuming, though. Thus, I favor the second method.” 
 
    I had no idea why he was telling me this. I shrugged, inwardly again. Did it matter why? I should learn all I could while he was being talkative—if he was even telling me the truth and not making up BS to snow me. 
 
    “Mentalists are all high and mighty and yet they don’t even own their own spaceships?” I asked. 
 
    He made a vague gesture. 
 
    “Why tell me about any of this?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity. 
 
    “Indeed, there is a reason. I have, ah, shall we say, reached the end of my patience and excess resources—funds, in the common tongue. The starmenters have become itchy to leave for the reasons I’ve stated and because they fear an Oladahn patrol. One is due about now.” 
 
    I shook my head, not knowing what he was talking about. 
 
    “The Oladahn Confederacy claims ownership of Aiello,” he explained, “as the star system lies in their sphere of influence.” 
 
    “Your solution seems simple enough, then,” I said. “You’re a mentalist, which is to say akin to the gods. Merely order the Oladahn to stay away and grant you extra funds to buy excavating equipment.” 
 
    Annoyance crossed his regal features. 
 
    I realized that this was my first real insight into the space politics of the local region of the Orion Arm. Ammon had just admitted that he lacked power against the Oladahn Confederacy. Ah. He’d also admitted that the starmenters feared the Oladahn military; and that for some reason, he, a mentalist, used space pirates as cargo haulers. 
 
    “I have several other options to gain greater funds,” Ammon said. “I could sell Calidore or I could trade you.” 
 
    “Trade me to whom?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded, as if I’d scored a point in a running debate. “Before I sell or trade either of you, however, I need to know your true value. I believe you are of greater worth than Calidore, which is amazing, as the computer slate is full of interesting data.” 
 
    My stomach tightened. What had Ammon managed to squeeze from Calidore? 
 
    “Today, in the furtherance of my interests, you will share your innermost secrets with me.” 
 
    I sat up. Was this the surprise and advantage the dream-Avanti had predicted? If it was, how could she have known about Ammon’s actions in advance? She’d spoken through a memory. Did that imply Avantis were prodigies at predicting other peoples’ actions? But how could you predict someone’s actions when you’d never met the person before? How many countless centuries and light-years separated Ammon and the Avanti? 
 
    “You seem concerned,” Ammon said. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You should be,” he said. “Unless you speak quickly, the extraction process could become quite…well, painful might imply the wrong idea. The process could leave you as an imbecile or a vegetable.” 
 
    “You have mind probes?” 
 
    “That is a good guess. I suppose you could call our procedure a mind probe, but not as you’re thinking?” 
 
    “Can you read my thoughts?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ammon said, seeming amused at my questions. 
 
    “Not yet, as in mentalists don’t yet have that technology, or not yet, as in you haven’t yet begun to try?” 
 
    “The latter,” he said. 
 
    I licked my lips. “I wouldn’t attempt any info-extraction, if I were you,” I said. 
 
    “Oh? Why not? Are you a dangerous telepath perhaps?” 
 
    “No, as there are no such things as telepaths.” 
 
    “Ah. Indeed? You’re certain about that?” 
 
    “You’re talking about psionics or extrasensory perception.” 
 
    “I’m not, as those are superstitions or fantasies or magically-based concepts. You are correct in saying such powers do not exist in the wild. I’m speaking about something else.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I’m taking the time to explain it to you.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    Ammon leaned forward. “You’re a prize, Jason Bain. I have learned enough from Calidore, as he attempts to—what is the term? Ah. Sell you down the river. Even as a computer entity, Calidore relishes life or existence to an unusual degree. I believe him when he implies that he used to be a living being. The Avanti must have digitized his personality, an amazing feat. Calidore hints around the topic and assures me that he’s saving himself from an auto-deletion, which he claims will happen if he says too much. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Ammon said. “So…Calidore was correct about that. How interesting.” 
 
    “You read my mind just now?” 
 
    “No, your expressions,” Ammon said. “They gave you away. When I desire, I can view you at a much higher magnification. With my augmented eyesight, I can count your breathing rate and how much or little your skin perspires.” 
 
    “Bodily modifications allow you that?” 
 
    He made a bland gesture as a king might to a peasant. 
 
    “You’re pretty certain of yourself, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “On the contrary, your assessment is false. I’m relaying these facts to you precisely because I lack full confidence. Oh, I can break you easily enough. But can I do so while collecting all the data stored in your brain? I have a high certainty of success. But because the prize is so vast, even a small percent chance of losing it means that I am proceeding with extreme caution.” 
 
    “Then don’t mess with me.” 
 
    “The data in your mind…do you have any idea as to its worth? I would call it incalculable. I simply must have it. Indeed, I will have it. But, before I begin the process, do you wish to freely ally yourself with me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He nodded. “This is excellent news. As my ally, give me the galactic coordinates to Terra.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “I, ah, don’t know galactic coordinates.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You just lied to me when you agreed to become my ally. I thought that would be the case. Thus, we will now begin the process.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Ammon.” 
 
    “Lord Ammon to you,” he said in a regal voice. And he stared at me in his former predatory way. 
 
    I soon felt a warm sensation against my forehead. 
 
    “You’re using psionics or telepathy,” I said. “That means you lied before.” 
 
    He forced a smile. “Those processes are magical fantasies. While I said earlier that some people refer to me as a wizard, that was a figure of speech. I do not attempt supernatural feats or mumble incantations. Think, Jason. Doesn’t your mind create electrical impulses that cause your limbs to move and your lungs to expand and retract?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, rubbing my forehead, hating the heat there. 
 
    “I could use an x-ray machine and it could beam invisible rays at your brain, destroying it in time. Is that psionics?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “What if could beam x-rays at you from my hand, or better yet, beam the x-rays at you from my mind with merely a thought?” 
 
    “You’re doing that?” 
 
    “No. I’m making a suggestion. Would that be psionics?” 
 
    “Not if a mechanical modification did that from within you,” I said. 
 
    “You are too hung up on the form, not the reality. I have many modifications within me, and I control them through the electrical impulses of my brain. I have anti-gravity meshes embedded in the soles of my feet for instance. Thus, I can fly. That is not telekinesis, but simple science to give the appearance of telekinesis.” 
 
    “Why is my forehead hot?” 
 
    “Is it hot, or do you merely have the perception of heat?” 
 
    I felt my forehead, shaking my head afterward. 
 
    “I could cause a small force-field to coalesce inside your skull,” he said. “The field would squeeze your brain tissues.” 
 
    “What kind of modification allows that?” 
 
    “You have the curiosity of an ape, which is apt, as you are like an ape compared to me on the evolutionary tree. One mustn’t underestimate apes, certainly, but one mustn’t expect them to act in a human manner. In this case, I cannot expect you to act like a mentalist. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    I was getting tired of his arrogance. I dearly wanted to smash a fist into his smug face. 
 
    “You’re finally ready,” Ammon said. He reached to the equipment on the table between us and took the metal band, fitting it over his head and adjusting it. The wires stretched back to the machine. 
 
    He blinked several times, inhaled deeply, and suddenly, the machine began to hum. 
 
    The heat against my forehead increased. 
 
    “Stop it,” I said. 
 
    “The machine is recording the thousands and even millions of electrical impulses that your mind is creating,” he told me. “I am mapping your brain, your thought patterns. The machine sends those patterns to me as thoughts. I am, in a sense, reading your mind. Now, Jason Bain, I will ask you questions and you are going to provide me with answers.” 
 
    “Stop,” I whispered, feeling something warm inside my head. I intensely hated the sensation. 
 
    “Tell me,” Ammon said, “are you from Terra?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    The faintest of smiles appeared on his lips. “Interesting. According to this, you are a Terran from the Nevada Territory.” 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, and I rose from the chair. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said. 
 
    In spite of my best efforts to remain standing, my body obeyed his will. 
 
    “There,” he said. “The machine is working. Your body will naturally obey your own mind, which will now produce the electrical impulses I give it. In essence, I have enslaved your brain to mine, and now it is time to drain you of useful, nay, priceless data.” 
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    I heard the drone of his words and the answers bursting from my mind, but I could not stop the ongoing process. I was giving away the galactic coordinates of Terra, among other data. I had imagined—it didn’t matter. Humanity— 
 
    Ammon asked yet another invasive question. I had no idea of his actual words at this point. I had zoned out in despair. The last question did something different, however. It felt as if a door opened in my mind. I wanted to weep, for I was certain that Ammon had opened the door and now invaded the citadel of my ego, about to gain total domination over me. 
 
    He frowned, though, as if dissatisfied. “No. This isn’t right. I know your patterns now. This…this is alien to you.” 
 
    The door in my mind swung wide. I had no understanding of the method, but I could feel myself taking back control of the electrical impulses in my mind, of my thoughts. 
 
    “This is impossible,” Ammon declared. 
 
    “Is it?” I asked. 
 
    His golden eyes widened in astonishment. “You shouldn’t be able to speak.” 
 
    “Yet, I do.” 
 
    “Yet you do,” he said. “Let us put a stop to that.” 
 
    My forehead became hot again, the intensity of his rays hitting it, I now realized. In some electrical manner I did not perceive, he began taking over centers of my mind, my brain. Something in me understood, though, because I resisted. A moment of dizziness struck me, and I had a terrible sense of falling. If I should hit bottom— 
 
    One more door in my brain opened. Resistance grew within me. 
 
    “This is preposterous,” he said. 
 
    I laughed, and I saw him wince at the sound. 
 
    Then, it felt as if I gathered strength or gathered the force he used against me. I packed that force tightly as one would pack wet snow into a snowball, and with a thought, I hurled it back at Lord Ammon. 
 
    He grunted, sagged against his chair, and his eyelids fluttered as if he fought for consciousness. 
 
    Released from his attacks, I resumed control of my body. It was a fantastic feeling, leaving me giddy. With understanding, I realized this was the moment of surprise. I overrode my own giddiness, standing, staggering around the table. 
 
    Ammon’s eyelids fluttered faster. I could sense him struggling to tear off the metal band from his head. The machine on the center of the table hummed faster until it buzzed and made a zapping sound. A trickle of black smoke rose, giving off a burnt electrical smell. The machine was overloading. Perhaps it sent debilitating impulses into Ammon’s superior brain. 
 
    “N-No,” he stammered, as his eyeballs tracked me. “H-H-Halt.” 
 
    I did not halt. He had no ability to control me. What a wonderful feeling to move as you desired and do what you wanted. He had enslaved my very mind so it had betrayed me. Now, my mind was mine again. I also realized that Ammon had invaluable data concerning Terra. I could not let him keep that and certainly not let him tell others the galactic coordinates to my home world. Whatever else happened in the Solar System, if the mentalists challenged the Avanti, I was sure the people of Earth would cease to exist. The knowledge emboldened me to do what I had to. 
 
    “S-Stop this in-instant,” Ammon stammered. 
 
    The moment was pure sweetness, but I did not stop to savor it. The Avanti recording in my mind had suggested I act quickly. Such was my intention. Perhaps the high and mighty Lord Ammon understood that intention. 
 
    I reached him, drawing my own Terran-made knife from his belt. 
 
    There was terror in his golden eyes. The eyelid fluttering had stop, and he tilted his head to stare up at me. His fingers were twitching on his lap. He was regaining control of himself. 
 
    “Not so superior now, are you?” I said. 
 
    He raised his hands. I think terror gave him a boost. I brushed his hands aside. Then I plunged the knife into his chest. 
 
    He bellowed as he thrashed, sliding off the chair. That tore the wires from the metal band around his sweaty head. 
 
    “Guards,” he said. 
 
    I was upon him, yanked out the knife and slashed his throat. He gurgled as he bucked, and he exhaled like a spent balloon. As the blood flowed from his throat—an incredible amount—he stopped twitching and shuddering. He stared at me with those golden eyes, and with the band still around his forehead, he died. 
 
    Maybe that sent a feedback pulse to the machine, for it abruptly stopped hissing and smoking, and shuddered as it quit altogether, the lights flickering off. 
 
    With a jerk, I looked up from Ammon at the hatch, expecting it to open as the Myrmidon charged in. Could Ammon have sent a radio signal from his mind? It seemed more than possible. 
 
    I knelt beside him, removing items off his belt and searching his garment. I felt like a ghoul doing so, but the stakes were too high to do otherwise. 
 
    Now what was I supposed to do? I needed to find Calidore if it was possible, and I had to remain free and get the heck out of here. 
 
    I looked around the chamber and raced to a different hatch, found the wall control and figured out how to open the door. As the hatch slid up, I aimed at nothing with a laser pistol I’d taken from Ammon. Then I plunged into the new corridor, walking swiftly, wondering where in the world I was on Aiello. 
 
    The sense of pressure continued to push down on me. Did that mean I was underground in a subterranean fortress? I wasn’t sure about the fortress aspect, but I was sure I was underground. 
 
    I found myself panting and realized I’d started running. That wouldn’t do. I had to conserve my strength. I had one advantage—they did not suspect that I could resist their mind rays or their mental domination machines, or that I was free. 
 
    “Forget about all that,” I whispered. “You have to get out of here.” I almost ran again. But that wouldn’t solve my problems. 
 
    I— 
 
    I stopped, with my right forearm pressed against a corridor wall. I groaned as a painful sensation welled up in my mind. The pain struck again— 
 
    I looked up. I had a memory from Ammon. His way of thinking was so odd that it hurt my mind to think like him. The memory was important— 
 
    I straightened. I knew exactly where I had to go. 
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    I had a memory and several impressions from my machine-amplified mental contact with Lord Ammon. There was a second mentalist on the premises, Ammon’s brother. I did not know if that meant he was Ammon’s biological brother or if the society of mentalists were brothers in the way of monks. 
 
    I slowed my advance, hearing the tread of— 
 
    “Neutraloids,” I whispered. 
 
    I didn’t think they were hunting for me, at least not yet. I heard other footfalls mingled with theirs, shuffling, the type of movement that meant people were trying to hang back. An electric whip snapped. A man bellowed in pain, confirming my idea. 
 
    I hid behind large equipment in an alcove, not daring to peek around the corner to see who passed. I assumed it was neutraloids with another draft of prisoner-workers. 
 
    Finally, the group left the area. 
 
    I rose, easing out of the alcove, looking right and left. The way was clear. I walked quickly, half-crouched, along various corridors. After a while, noticing a taint, I sniffed the air. It had a briny quality like a salt lake I’d visited once in Nevada. Why would it smell like that underground? 
 
    I remembered the drained Lake Paga and the vanished spring that had once fed it. Were the ancient ruins underwater or in deep subterranean seas? That would explain the difficulties of reaching them. 
 
    I didn’t know enough to make a firm decision. I perked up, hearing more marching and snapping electric whips in the distance. I accelerated down my corridor, slipping through a hatch into a different area of the underground citadel. Who had constructed such an elaborate labyrinth under the earth? The place had a feeling of great age, but the lighting on the ceiling looked new. 
 
    I sniffed the air. The briny smell was gone. In its place was cool, conditioned air. The lighting was more subdued, too. This was the living quarters for higher caliber people: the mentalists, their entourage and maybe the captain of the starmenters as a hostage. 
 
    I grinned wolfishly, hurrying, wanting to surprise—I skidded to a halt, almost bursting through into a larger area. I crouched low and peered around the edge of an archway.  
 
    There were four beautiful women in scanty outfits that revealed their lovely thighs, flat bellies and most of their breasts. A cloth string hid their nipples. The four sat around a table, playing a card game, stars and comets, I believed. 
 
    I had a faint memory from Ammon. These were…special girls. He or his brother would breed with them and produce offspring. Not only did a mentalist modify himself, but he also desired endless drafts of genetically superior women as he strove to create clans, nations and even worlds after himself. In this way, a mentalist lived forever through his myriad of descendants. And in this way, a mentalist became more like an ancient god of myth like Zeus, who according to the stories was forever sleeping with beautiful maids who had caught his eye. 
 
    Despite the excellent view, I drew back, resting my head against the wall as I crouched low. I could go around the chamber, I thought… 
 
    I moved away from the opening and walked quickly. If Ammon had sent a radio signal through one of his modifications, neutraloids could already be scouring the underground facility for me. I was likely running out of time, given that scenario. 
 
    I followed a corridor, took a turn, then another, walked for a time and heard feminine laughter. I looked back. I’d circled the card room. My jaw muscles bulged due to my anticipation as I headed for my destination. 
 
    Calidore had been a mentalist once. Did he still think like a mentalist and thus desire beautiful female servitors? 
 
    I wouldn’t doubt it. 
 
    I entered a side hall. This had a pang of memory, one that I’d stolen from Ammon’s mind. I counted doors, and I tried the third. It did not open. I debated for three seconds how to do this, and finally rapped my knuckles on the steel door. 
 
    I waited…until I heard someone on the other side. I rapped again, more lightly. 
 
    The door swished open, and I stared into the smiling and astonishingly attractive face of Red Schaine. She did not wear leather garments as before on the raid or on the plateau, but silky ones like a female genie on TV, from Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves in ancient Bagdad. Her red hair still looked like a lion’s mane, and her large bosom heaved as her bare belly shivered. She wore curled slippers like some harem girl. 
 
    The smile slipped and her eyes widened in fright. “Jason?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, pushing into her room so the door swished shut behind me. 
 
    “Oh, Jason!” she cried, as if in delight. “I’m so happy to see you. I thought I’d never see you again.” And she tried to throw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Knock it off,” I said, tearing one of her arms from me. 
 
    “What’s wrong, darling?” 
 
    I kept hold of one of her elbows as I scanned the bedroom. It had a big round bed with rumpled covers, a dresser and mirror, clothes on the floor— 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Schaine attempting one of the most basic moves of all, trying to knee me in the balls. Yet, it wasn’t as easy to do as people believed. Men had an instinctive desire and thus reflex to project the family jewels. I turned my hips, blocking the up-thrusting knee with my left hip. She drove hard, though, and would have knocked me down, but I still clung to her elbow, making her stumble as I used her weight to help keep me standing. 
 
    She cringed from me as I regarded her. “Please, Jason, I was told—oh!” she cried. 
 
    I spun her around, circling an arm around her throat, cinching my arm tight. I allowed her to breathe—barely. Then I brushed some of those lovely curls from her nearest ear. 
 
    “That wasn’t bright, Schaine,” I whispered. 
 
    “Please, Jason,” she whispered. “I—” 
 
    I tightened my arm, making her gurgle, and I realized there was a red choker around her throat with a bulky torc in the center of it. 
 
    I released my hold and spun her back around to face me, fingering the torc. It was red and black, made of hard, segmented pieces. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    Fear shone in her eyes. “Nothing,” she said. 
 
    I gave her a crooked wolf’s grin. “Listen to me, Schaine. Your life hangs by a thread. If you do one thing wrong in the next few minutes, I’m going to kill you and spit on your body the way you did to Esteban Dan.” 
 
    She frowned at me. 
 
    I produced my stolen laser pistol. “Do you recognize this?” 
 
    Her frown deepened until understanding lit up in her cobra-bright eyes. She looked up at me. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “I killed Lord Ammon to get it. I’ll kill you next if you force my hand.” 
 
    “What do you want?” she said, flatly. The fear was gone from her eyes and demeanor—it had been an act. This was one tough girl, and we both knew it. 
 
    “Where’s Calidore?” 
 
    She shrank away from me, shaking her head. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy beating you to death the way I did Esteban Dan.” 
 
    “You won’t hurt me,” she said. “I know you, Jason—” 
 
    The crack of my hand against her cheek belied her statement. Red Schaine was beautiful to look at, but she had a black heart and a weasel’s love of seeing blood. Sorry to all them weasels out there—I know Schaine was ten times worse. 
 
    Schaine touched her reddening check. “For that,” she hissed, “you will die.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, raising my hand again. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, cringing. “I’ll—I’ll take you to Seer Calidore.” 
 
    I laughed. “Schaine, you’re Calidore’s special carrier. I know that because Lord Ammon told me. If the good doctor isn’t here—” 
 
    A part of the bedroom’s wall slid up. 
 
    Schaine whirled around in terror. “I wasn’t going to tell him, Seer. I swear it! I swear by all that is holy—” 
 
    “Enough,” Calidore said from his computer-slate speaker. “I want to hear what the boy has to say. I’m beginning to think it could be interesting.” 
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    The computer slate was slotted in a recess in the wall, with a bright light shining down on it. Schaine was on her knees with her head bowed toward the slate. 
 
    “Why is Schaine so terrified of you?” I asked. 
 
    “Tut-tut,” Calidore said. “You have many other concerns. Don’t worry about her.” 
 
    “Take him down,” I told Schaine. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” I told Calidore. 
 
    “You haven’t convinced me yet,” the computer slate said. 
 
    I aimed the laser pistol at him. 
 
    “Don’t you realize that I can release jets of knockout gas at the two of you?” Calidore asked. “Even better, I control hidden sniper rifles aimed at you.” 
 
    “Alpha-Nine-Gamma-Three-Three-Two,” I said. 
 
    Locks clicked open on the shelf. 
 
    “Oh my,” Calidore said. “This is a different matter. Now I’m glad I haven’t sounded the alarm yet. I can, you know. If I do, Myrmidons will come running. You’ll die, if you’re lucky. If you’re not, they’ll capture you. For killing Ammon—tut-tut, his brother will take a long time making you suffer.” 
 
    “Before that happens, I’ll burn you. Terra is safe then.” 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty,” Calidore said. “We can come to an accommodation, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Not in here, we can’t. Pick him up, Schaine. If you don’t, you die.” 
 
    Her head lifted the slightest bit. “If I do, I also die.” 
 
    “If you shoot her, Calidore—” 
 
    “Enough,” the doctor said. “Schaine, I’m ready. Let’s see what this good old boy has for us. Hurry, now. Don’t take all day.” 
 
    Schaine catapulted from her knees, rushing to him, delicately picking the computer slate from the wall recess. Holding the slate against her bosom, she turned and approached me. 
 
    “Why does she treat you like that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a secret for now,” Calidore said. “If I like your deal enough…I may give her to you. I know she likes to rut. She’s found some servitors here and has had a grand old time rolling in the hay with them. She thought one of them was knocking earlier, why she opened the door for you.” 
 
    “You don’t mind that?” I asked. 
 
    “Mind?” asked Calidore. “I love it, as it will help me make my move when the time comes. Lord Ammon and his brother are sharp customers, but they’ve underestimated this woman’s hunger. It’s unnatural, I tell you.” 
 
    “You’re using her,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, I am. I hope to use you, too, just like you’re planning to use me.” 
 
    I made a show of holstering my pistol, and then I unfolded with all the speed I could muster. I did not enter the heightened speed of earlier. With the Lorelai worm gone, I had a feeling I could no longer do that. I snatched at the computer slate from Schaine. She grunted, trying to hold onto it. As I lifted the slate, she kneed me again, aiming at my groin. I shielded with another hip twist and then tripped her so she sprawled onto the floor. 
 
    “That was unnecessary,” Calidore said. “Now, if you’ll just return me to—” 
 
    I pressed the small red button on back of the slate, and Calidore groaned in agony. 
 
    “Please,” the slate said. “If you’ll just—” The computer entity screamed the next time, as I held the red button down for a while. “Don’t do that anymore,” Calidore gasped, once I released the button. 
 
    Schaine stared up at me from the floor, bewildered by the turn of events. 
 
    “How do you control her?” I said. “Hurry, Doctor, or I won’t release the button so quickly next time.” 
 
    A tiny slot opened behind the slate. I pried an even tinier device from it. It was small like the breadth of my thumbnail. It had a tiny switch to depress. 
 
    “What happens if I press that?” I asked. 
 
    “The deodex in the torc around her throat will explode, blowing off her head,” Calidore said. 
 
    Schaine whimpered. 
 
    “That’s how you control her?” I asked. 
 
    “It has worked until now,” Calidore said. 
 
    I looked down at Schaine, and I raised the tiny device so she could see it, with my thumb hovering over the switch. 
 
    “If you betray me,” I said, “I’ll press the switch. If you displease me in any way, I’ll depress the switch. If we live through this and get off-planet, I’ll destroy the switch and find a way to remove the torc from your neck.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I would like that.” 
 
    “First,” I said, “you have to earn it.” 
 
    “Take me to bed,” she said. “I’ll show you—” 
 
    “Schaine,” I said, gently. “This isn’t a sexual thing. This is life or death for all three of us. If Calidore behaves—what is it you really want, Doctor?” 
 
    “Eh?” the computer slate asked. 
 
    “What do you want—well, out of life? What do you hope to achieve more than anything else?” 
 
    “You mustn’t laugh if I tell you,” Calidore muttered. 
 
    “Why would I laugh?” I asked. 
 
    “Lord Ammon did when Seer Calidore told him,” Schaine explained. 
 
    The computer slate did not rebuke her. Instead, after several seconds, he said, “I want a body, even if it’s just a robot body that looks human. I’d be more than grateful for that. I want all my computer circuits inside the robot. Then…then I want the same thing as you do.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Killing the Avanti that did this to us,” Calidore said. 
 
    I nodded, even though I didn’t particularly want to kill the Avanti. I wanted to protect Terra, to free everyone from the crystalline stasis the planet was presently under. I suppose I wanted to stop the mentalists, if the mentalists meant to despoil my home planet in their effort to capture the Arch Ship and the ancient Avanti technology. In fact, I figured Terra deserved that advanced tech for all its troubles. 
 
    But that was a long way in the future. First, I had to survive the mentalist and get out of this underground complex. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “You want a robot body to house your digitized self. That seems doable, and I’m more than willing to help you achieve that.” 
 
    “Lord Ra has also promised me a robot body,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Ra is Ammon’s mentalist brother?” I asked. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “It’s a biological relationship?” 
 
    “Of course,” Calidore said. “What else would you expect if he calls Ammon ‘brother’?” 
 
    I nodded. “The ancient artifact they’re seeking is in water?” 
 
    “It isn’t an artifact per se, but the ruins of a Master stronghold on this world that could contain any number of artifacts, as you put it. The stronghold is ancient, and the ruins of it are deep underwater in a subterranean underworld as you surmised. The first attempt to dam the waters failed miserably. Lake Paga drained instead, and the underwater springs broke, flooding the subterranean chambers worse than before. The chambers, by the way, are gargantuan, some of them larger than your Nevada Territory. However, you’ve made me curious. Why did you suggest it was a single artifact?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “No,” Calidore said. “I think it’s more than that.” 
 
    It was, but I wanted away from here before I told him how I knew. It was obvious that Ammon and Ra had been keeping Doctor Calidore in the dark. 
 
    “We have to escape this place,” I said. “Are there any flying machines we can use?” 
 
    “I have no reason to leave,” Calidore said. 
 
    “You mean other than my destroying you if you don’t?” I asked. 
 
    “That would be a sacrilegious act, especially considering all that I’ve done for you.” 
 
    “I suppose you mean by screwing me at every turn.” 
 
    “Tut-tut,” Calidore said. “Because of me, you’re alive instead of dead as an Allan Corporation test experiment.” 
 
    Had he forgotten I’d brought a knife to the cat man test, earning my own survival? 
 
    “Because of you,” I said, “my best friends are dead, and my planet is under stasis. Yeah, I’m super grateful for all you’ve done, so much that I think I’ll kill you right now.” 
 
    I tossed him onto the floor so he clattered, and intercepted Schaine when she tried to retrieve him. 
 
    “Goodbye, Doctor Calidore,” I said, drawing and aiming the laser pistol. 
 
    “On second thought,” the computer slate said. “I do know of a way to slip out of here, one that might actually work.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said. “And it better be good.” 
 
    “Yes,” Calidore said. “You see…” 
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    Our escape from the subterranean base struck me as too easy, but the old saw said not to look a gift horse in the mouth. Yet, when one took into consideration Calidore’s reputation as a former sneaky mentalist— 
 
    I peered into the desert-like distance as Schaine piloted a sky-raft, rising over dried-out Lake Paga. We’d just flown up through the giant hole I’d seen before with a Wind Runner spyglass, back when Captain Gosso had still been alive. Incredibly, the subterranean base had been under the lake. Calidore said the base had also been to the side of the lake as well, but that was quibbling. 
 
    Calidore took it upon himself to lecture me regarding the situation. After years of study and various planetary surveys, Ammon and Ra had concluded the existence of subterranean seas. They had brought special equipment to Aiello in order to breach those seas and had subsequently discovered the ancient underground base below Lake Paga. By revitalizing ancient locks—gigantic things—they had attempted to dam up the chambers so they could drain the one holding the ancient ruin. After so much time—millennia—the hydraulic strain had broken the dams, flooded vast areas and smashed the ancient spring-system. That drained Lake Paga, among other more serious problems for the mentalists. Instead of opening the way, the brothers had sealed the ancient ruin more permanently. 
 
    “It seems obvious what they should do,” I said. 
 
    “Oh?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “Use submersibles to reach the ruin,” I said. 
 
    “In fact, you are correct,” Calidore said. “That has been the latest debate between the brothers. Ammon wanted to try a few other ventures first, including breaking your mind like an egg and scooping up the data. Ra desired to leave at once and come back later with the submersibles you just suggested.” 
 
    “Why break my mind? How would that have aided them in gaining the ruins here?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Avanti knew more than she let on to either of us,” Calidore said. “Perhaps she planted critical knowledge in you—or in me, for that matter—and if the mentalists could breach your mind or my programming…” 
 
    It was making more sense now, our easy escape. Our raft was undoubtedly carrying a tracking device. Possibly, Calidore and/or Schaine had tracking devices planted in them. Maybe her torc was one. I was going to have to play this differently than I’d first intended. 
 
    “Ammon is dead,” I said. “Does that mean Ra will leave the planet for the equipment?” 
 
    “I doubt it. You and I are too fantastic a prize to simply abandon. We prove the Avantis still live. We hold the coordinates, well, since she’s here, I can’t say exactly. But you know the coordinates we possess that any mentalist would kill to have.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about something else. 
 
    “I saw an image in your mind once,” I said. “It was on the Arch Ship when they had you in the test tube. The image showed many mentalists surrounding and worshiping a great floating ball. What was that all about?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Calidore said. “Are you certain you saw this…floating ball?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and you want a robot body, right?” 
 
    “I fail to see what the one has to do with the other.” 
 
    “You’re lying to me, Doctor. But we’re supposed to be a team, remember? We should be honest with each other, especially as I’m going to help you achieve your great desire.” 
 
    “Very well, if you insist,” he said. “Your gamesmanship is quite tiring, if you must know. The floating ball, as you put it…was a Beholder. That is a mentalist construct, a quite delicate one. The Beholders are also secret to mentalists. Among other things, the Beholders allow mentalists to communicate with each other over hundreds of light-years.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “Beholder to Beholder,” Calidore said. “With them, one municipality of mentalists can speak with another. It is a taxing event, however, although incredibly rewarding.” 
 
    “You’ve been to one of these Beholders?” 
 
    “That is a crude and loutish way to say it. The event is beyond stimulating. It is a sacred ceremony as we mentalists join into a linked group mind, a Beholder. With a Beholder, a united municipality of mentalists can achieve mental miracles. One of those miracles is telepathic-like communication across hundreds of light-years, as I’ve said, with another municipality, another Beholder.” 
 
    “So, these municipalities are secret societies?” I asked. 
 
    “Must you profane such a unique—oh, never mind. You are a lout and thus must conform to your nature. How can I chastise you for being you?” 
 
    The sky-raft left dried-out Lake Paga and headed toward the yet hazy Kurgech Mountain Range. No one had told Schaine which way to head. She just seemed to know. 
 
    “You must still think of yourself as a mentalist,” I said. 
 
    “So what if I do?” Calidore snapped. 
 
    “That must be an act. You’re a computer. You’re digitized, no longer emotional, with no biological glands to upset your mind. So why speak as if you’re suddenly upset?” 
 
    Several seconds passed before Calidore said, “You’re a crafty lad, as much brain as brawn. I keep forgetting your odd Wolf Clan heritage. Instead of ignorant barbarians, you’re a bunch of scholar-athlete wannabes.” 
 
    “That’s avoiding the question,” I said. 
 
    “Very well then, yes, I’m a computer slate. But once, I was a man. Do you know how maddening that is?” 
 
    “More emotions, Doctor?” 
 
    “No…” he said after a moment. “I suppose you’ll find out eventually, but mentalists learn to control their emotions, at least at the most fundamental level they do. In order to achieve true brilliance, we learn over time to mute our emotions. They get in the way far too often. Our emotions atrophy—use it or lose it also applies to us. Later, as advanced mentalists, we learn to mimic emotions in order to move more easily among the common ruck of society. I suppose old habits die hard. Even as a computer entity, I mimic emotions out of habit, but you are correct. I do not feel as I used to—even to the limited extent that mentalists do feel.” 
 
    “All right, that’s settled,” I said. “Back to our problem. Let’s assume one municipality of mentalists learns about us, the one that has Ra in its membership. Would it be correct to assume the others would soon know about us as well?” 
 
    “Yes, as our appearance is a fantastic event. It shows that the Avantis still live, and that is incredible.” 
 
    “That means Ra must die.” 
 
    “To hide our existence from the others?” asked Calidore. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That is a logical assessment,” Calidore said. “Are you bloodthirsty enough to attempt it?” 
 
    I thought about Terra; how I had to win no matter what in order to save an entire planet. It wasn’t a matter of being bloodthirsty, but of whether I had the balls to do my job. I liked to think I did, which meant I would kill Ra if I had to or if I got the chance. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “What’s the matter now?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “This…” I said, indicating everything. “It’s too huge, too vast. How am I supposed to stop the mentalists?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s what the Avanti ordered me to do,” I said. “You’re my helper. Turns out, though, that you’re a secret mentalist sympathizer. You’re not on Terra’s side, you’re on its enemies’ side.” 
 
    “Let’s not get carried away,” Calidore said. “First and foremost, I’m on my side. Show me my self-interest, and I’ll side with you every time.” 
 
    Self-interest, the Avanti recording had spoken about my self-interest. Did that have any bearing here? 
 
    As Schaine piloted, I sat cross-legged near her. I fingered my chin as I stared at the nearing Kurgech Mountains. I was missing something. I needed to think, to use my head, as Elder Paris Roan would have told me. I chewed my lower lip, frowning, trying to shove pieces together into a coherent puzzle that made sense. 
 
    “Calidore,” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why did the Avanti send us here to Aiello first?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Why did she send us to the spot she did?” 
 
    “You have me,” Calidore said. 
 
    I began to nod. 
 
    “Have you thought of something?” Calidore asked. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and began giving Schaine directions as to where exactly I wanted to go. 
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    The wind blew our hair, making Schaine even more beautiful. Had Calidore forged her sick personality, or had events and decisions in her life made her into the hateful person she had become? How could someone so beautiful be so evil? Yes. She was easy on the eyes. Yes. She was a wildcat. Yes. I probably shouldn’t have gone into the hut with her after killing her former lover, and yet the prospect of doing so again… 
 
    Did she feel my scrutiny? She turned and gave me a searching look and then smiled as if pretending to be shy. 
 
    “You are a rare warrior,” she said. “I have never met anyone like you, Jason. Take me with you wherever you go.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. 
 
    “I love you, Jason. You’re a warrior that could tame me. I sense it.” 
 
    “She speaks from the heart,” Calidore said. 
 
    “No one asked you,” I told him. 
 
    “I have the heart of a mentalist,” he said. “I know about such things.” 
 
    I snorted. “Right,” I said. “A mind of a mentalist I can appreciate. But you already told me mentalists pride themselves on being emotionless. In other words, in having no heart.” 
 
    “Remember what I have said, Jason,” Schaine said. “You have stolen my heart.” 
 
    I nodded. She put it on too thick, maybe because she had no idea what love was, or maybe because putting it on thick usually worked with a lust-driven man. 
 
    “What are you trying to achieve?” Calidore asked me. “We’re stranded on Aiello, at the mercy of the starmenters—” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I said, interrupting. “An Oladahn patrol might show up at any time.” 
 
    “You know about the Oladahn Confederacy?” he asked. “I had not realized. That changes the complexion of the situation. Let me reanalyze.” 
 
    I waited, and it didn’t take long. 
 
    “You are one man accompanied by an unscrupulous but gorgeous woman and a brilliant computer doctor,” Calidore said. “That is not enough to defeat Mentalist Ra, his engineers, neutraloids and starmenter allies. Ra can also force Fighting Hunge to wage war for him. In other words, we are doomed before we begin.” 
 
    “The Avanti wouldn’t have sent us here if she thought we couldn’t win.” 
 
    “That is poorly considered,” Calidore said. “She is neither omniscient nor omnipotent. She’s a frightened alien waking up in a new era, trying to make sense of things.” 
 
    “She didn’t seem too frightened to me.” 
 
    “You have no scale of reference for such a judgment,” Calidore said. 
 
    “I’ve seen her make uncanny guesses,” I said. “She dissected you and likely drained your mind of everything. If nothing else, she would know the general parameters of a mentalist archeological expedition. She gave us the tools to win—to defeat the mentalists.” 
 
    “That is unknown,” Calidore said, “as we have not yet won and may just as likely fail.” 
 
    “She also relies on our self-interest,” I said. “In fact, I bet she counted on that.” 
 
    “The Avantis were not gods.” 
 
    “I didn’t say they were. I’m merely extrapolating data from what I’ve seen so far.” 
 
    “And you’re doing a terrible job of it.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “The proof is in our success or failure, which has yet to occur.” 
 
    “Your passion is getting the better of your judgment,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Bear with me for a moment,” I said. “Surely, you realize that I read Ammon’s mind.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I explained what had happened. 
 
    The computer slate became quiet afterward. “A strange episode,” Calidore admitted. “Perhaps you have a point regarding the Avanti. She obviously armed your mind for engaging a mentalist with modern techniques. It’s possible you really did gain data from Ammon as you claim. Yes. How else did you negotiate the tunnels so easily? You practically zeroed in on Schaine’s apartment—and you knew she had me. Such precise data most likely came from Ammon’s mind. That is ironic. Instead of purging you of data, you reversed the process. Or, as you might suggest, the Avanti planned for the eventuality. The idea is daunting. If true, she is a formidable foe.”  
 
    “That’s the key, isn’t it?” I asked. “I gained what I needed from Ammon. Now, I probably know what to do, I simply haven’t articulated it yet.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that you’re a mere pawn of the Avanti?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “I think she predicated her plan on my self-interest, on what I would want to do for my own reasons instead of hers.” 
 
    “What is your ultimate plan?” 
 
    “Freeing Terra from stasis,” I said; “protecting Terra from all predators, including the mentalists.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Calidore said. “How does our hijacking a sky-raft and escaping the compound help us achieve the goal?” 
 
    “Let me see,” I said, beginning to pace back and forth. I didn’t want to get too close to one of the edges, as I didn’t want Schaine suddenly tipping the raft to rid herself of me. 
 
    “The Avanti wants us stopping mentalists from taking or learning anything from ancient ruins,” I said. “That presumably means Avanti or Master ruins.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Calidore said. 
 
    “The ruins on Aiello are deep underwater, deep in subterranean chambers. For the moment, Ra is stymied. He needs a submersible to even reach the ruin. Likely, it is under tons of water pressure.” 
 
    “So far, you have said nothing to help us achieve our goal,” Calidore said. 
 
    “At least I’m trying,” I said. “You’re my aid, my data computer and supposedly superior at logical thinking.” 
 
    “Not supposedly, but clearly superior,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “The Avanti put a Lorelai worm in me as subterfuge, rebuilt my body and strengthened my mind, changing it in some way, ready to trigger into action if a mentalist attempted mind control.” 
 
    “What is your point?” 
 
    “The Avanti’s actions have strategic meaning,” I said. “That would mean…” I snapped my fingers several times, hoping that would help stir my mind. 
 
    “Ah,” Calidore said. “How amazing. But, your assumption is correct. I should have already seen this.” 
 
    I faced him, itching to ask him what he’d discovered, but certain he would clam up if I did. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Calidore asked. “The Avanti’s method of transport had meaning. Our touchdown location on Aiello was critically important. I believe the Avanti knew more than we realized she did. Now, if I can—I have it. I know what to do.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” Calidore said. “But you were right after a fashion. Ah. I suspect you already know that, given the coordinates you gave Schaine earlier.” 
 
    I made an offhanded gesture. 
 
    Calidore laughed, and it was an ugly laugh. Was that a signal to Schaine? I assumed it had to be, for at that instant, Schaine wrenched the controls and the sky-raft tilted dangerously to the left. 
 
    Calidore was secured in place. Schaine was belted to the controls. I? I staggered in the direction the raft tilted, heading for the lowest edge… 
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    I leapt upward and grasped a stanchion. Then I dug the tiny control device from my belt. “Schaine!” I shouted. “Right the raft or you’re dead.” 
 
    She stared at me as if daring me to do it. 
 
    That gave me an inkling about what was really going on. So, I depressed the switch, and nothing happened, as I’d expected. 
 
    “Damn you, Calidore,” I shouted. 
 
    Schaine’s eyes went wide, and one of her hands flew to the torc on her choker. “You would have killed me,” she shrieked. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I shouted back. 
 
    “Toss her the laser pistol,” Calidore said. “Do it fast or I’ll have Schaine make the raft buck until you lose hold and fall to your death.” 
 
    “Why are you such a treacherous little bastard?” I yelled. 
 
    “I deal in realities, my emotional young friend. Lord Ra isn’t the fool you take him to be. Naturally, almost as soon as you fled the dead Ammon, the alarm spread throughout the base. Ra improvised a brilliant plan and has executed it flawlessly. He wanted to know what you knew, and what better way than for me to act as your accomplice.” 
 
    “Ra isn’t going to give you your robot body.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Calidore said. “I trust him implicitly. He has acted in good faith throughout the proceedings.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it, but as Calidore spoke, tears welled in Schaine’s eyes and dripped down her face. “You tried to kill me—me! How could you, Jason? I treated you like a champion. I loved you.” 
 
    “Stop that,” Calidore told her. 
 
    Schaine shook her head. “He tried to kill me.” 
 
    “He played a hunch,” Calidore said. “He knew the torc would not explode but he had to test his theory. You can see the truth of that in his actions. He’s already figured out what had to take place for us to reach this spot.” 
 
    “He knew it wouldn’t explode?” she asked in wonder. 
 
    “He was fairly certain, I would think.” 
 
    “Is that true, Jason?” she called. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, still hanging on, having tossed the little device away. 
 
    “You do not hate me?” she asked. 
 
    “No, Schaine,” I said. “You’re too beautiful to hate.” 
 
    She looked at me through tear-stained eyes. A tremulous smile broke out, and she manipulated the controls. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Calidore asked, as the raft righted. 
 
    “Jason loves me,” Schaine said. 
 
    “No,” Calidore said. “He’s using you, you stupid cow. Quickly now, put us back how we were. If you don’t—” 
 
    I drew my laser pistol and clicked the end against him—I’d hurried near.  “If you explode her torc, I’m pulling the trigger and annihilating you.” 
 
    “If I explode the torc now,” Calidore said, “the fragments will likely kill you, too, Jason. You’re both in my power.” 
 
    “Unlock the torc, Calidore. This is your final chance.” 
 
    Seconds ticked by—a long time at computer analytical speeds—and something unsnapped. The torc fell from Schaine’s throat. I scooped it up and hurled it over the raft. 
 
    “You’ve ruined everything,” Calidore complained. “I would have gained my robot body—” 
 
    “Where’s the trace?” I asked, interrupting him. 
 
    “Oh, Jason,” Schaine said, as she wrapped her arms around me. 
 
    I put my free hand on my knife hilt, while keeping hold of the laser. I wasn’t sure about Schaine. She was a mixed-up woman with a tortured psychology. She was also a bundle of raw emotions as well as grim ambition. I’d tried to kill her. That had hit her hard. Then, realizing I hadn’t really meant to kill her—it might have unlocked something in her, at least for the moment. I did not think that would last. 
 
    I drew the computer slate from its holder and disengaged from Schaine. 
 
    “Keep piloting us, love,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Jason,” she said, smiling at me, using the heel of her hand to rub dried tears from her cheeks. 
 
    I tapped the computer slate with the end of the laser barrel. “This is your last chance, Calidore. What am I thinking?” I holstered the laser and turned him around. “My, but what a nice little red button you have here.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Calidore said. 
 
    I pressed the button and kept it down until he shouted endlessly. 
 
    “You’re going to break your speaker unit doing that,” I chided him, taking my thumb away. 
 
    “I’ve destroyed the trace,” he said. 
 
    “Where was it?” 
 
    “Embedded in the raft,” he said. 
 
    “Not in you, Schaine or me?” 
 
    “That would have been wiser, I admit, but remember I said that Ra improvised? The raft was the easiest place to quickly set a tracking device.” 
 
    “Ra can probably still track us,” I said. “In fact, I bet haulers are already airborne, coming to get us.” 
 
    “That is a remarkably astute estimate of the situation.” 
 
    “Which means we have even less time to figure this out and execute,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time we spoke plainly.” 
 
    Nodding, I said, “The Avanti sent us to Aiello. We touched down at a strange place—in the past, you said before.” 
 
    “Correct,” Calidore said. “I call that fact one.” 
 
    “No one can presently search the ancient ruins of the Masters because they’re underwater in subterranean caverns. I imagine the ruins will be difficult to reach even with submersibles.” 
 
    “That is fact two,” Calidore said. “However, how could the Avanti have known all that ahead of time? It is unreasonable to believe she would have.” 
 
    “I don’t claim to know how she could or can.” 
 
    “If she would have known, why didn’t she come herself?” 
 
    “That was probably too difficult,” I said. “Besides, I doubt she would willingly leave her Arch Ship. She must have sent us because, well… Logically, sending us must have been the easiest or most likely way to achieve the effect she desired. By the way, do you know what the ancient device does?” 
 
    “I have a good idea,” Calidore said. 
 
    So it was a particular device, despite everything Calidore had said to the contrary earlier. “Explain the device to me.” 
 
    “For the events to have taken place as they have, the device must be a temporal shifter. I’ve already determined how I would use the shifter if I possessed it.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I mean to take the shifter back to Titan, the moon of Saturn. With it, I’ll shift myself back to when the Arch Ship was still embedded inside the moon.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “That’s where the Avanti hid her Arch Ship all this time, inside Titan. I didn’t tell you before, but sometime after the nuclear device demolished the ancient Titan buildings, the moon cracked like an egg, hatching the Arch Ship. My plan is a simple one. We go back to the Solar System, land on what remains of Titan and shift back in time to when the moon was whole and the Arch Ship was dormant inside. Then, using a deep driller, we reach the ship inside. I take over while the Avanti is in deep stasis. In this way, I’ll win before the Avanti could awaken and digitize me into this awful computer slate.” 
 
    I nodded again. “That’s a clever plan, given you’re right about this thing being a—what did you call it?” 
 
    “A temporal shifter,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Does Mentalist Ra also believe it’s a shifter?” 
 
    “I haven’t told him all the details, if that’s what you’re asking. But it won’t matter. We don’t need him if what you’re thinking is correct.” 
 
    “What am I thinking?” I asked, surprised by his claim. 
 
    Calidore told me how we could get the temporal shifter without going deep underwater in subterranean chambers. 
 
    I nodded, stunned by his idea. It was brilliant and crazy. “Huh,” I said. “I hadn’t figured it as finely as you have. But that’s close enough. I did have a similar basic idea.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Calidore said. “I just miscalculated. I thought you knew. Now, you’re trying to bullshit me by lying. You had no idea what to do. I just accidentally gave it away.” 
 
    “Why Doctor Calidore, such language from such an exalted mentalist as yourself…” 
 
    “Salty talk for a salty moment,” Calidore said, recovering his poise. “Supposing we can gain the artifact, how do you plan on getting past the mentalist and his company?” 
 
    “That, my dear Doctor, we’re going to have to discover the hard way when the time comes.” 
 
    “You mean you don’t know yet.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
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    We’d come full circle, landing at precisely the same spot as when the Avanti had beamed us from the Solar System to Aiello. We knew, because Calidore had recorded the event and location in his computer memory. 
 
    The sky-raft rested on shifting sand. I looked around, but it wasn’t the same as when we’d first landed. This looked like present-day Aiello. 
 
    “What was different the first time?” I asked. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “The transporting beam,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. I see what you mean. The beam must have triggered the temporal shifter or triggered something here that shifted us back in time, or allowed us to view the distant past. I’m afraid we’re out of luck, then. We lack any means of duplicating the Arch Ship transport beam.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I said. “I mean yes, we have no transport beam, but what was it about the beam that activated the ancient device? Maybe we could duplicate that.” 
 
    “A new assumption,” Calidore said. “I must analyze this.” 
 
    “It’s too late,” Schaine said. “Look!” She pointed at the pink sky. 
 
    I saw specks in the distance. The haulers were coming again. This time, we lacked even antimissile batteries and throngs of Fighting Hunge with machine guns to help us. 
 
    “The game is up,” Calidore said. 
 
    “You little bastard,” I said, drawing my laser pistol. “I can still burn you.” 
 
    “What would vaporizing me gain you?” 
 
    “Intense satisfaction from watching you die,” I said. 
 
    “That is an ignoble attitude.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, “but it’s pure me, and at least I get one of my desires before I go.” 
 
    “Just a minute, just a minute,” Calidore said. “I believe I may have overlooked a factor. There is something to your idea about the Avanti transfer beam having peculiar properties. Some of them we may be able to duplicate. I believe if I recalibrate the anti-gravity pods on our sky-raft to a different setting—” 
 
    An odd vibration emanated from the computer slate. That vibration rose in pitch from our sky-raft to such a degree that Schaine clapped her hands over her ears. 
 
    “If this is a trick…” I said, my trigger finger tightening. 
 
    “Put that away,” Calidore said. “You’re making me nervous and thereby disrupting my concentration.” 
 
    “That can happen to a computer?” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech. Now, quickly, pick me up and move three feet to the left.” 
 
    I did as instructed. 
 
    “Do we let Lord Ra have Schaine?” he asked. 
 
    I reached over and grabbed her hand, yanking her beside me. 
 
    “Now, one step sideways to the left,” Calidore said. 
 
    I did, pulling Schaine with us, and I felt disoriented. The sensation worsened, and the world turned hazy around me. Calidore might have spoken, but the words became garbled. The sky changed colors, becoming more intensely pink. A comet streaked across the sky. Clouds billowed into existence and disappeared. I shut my eyes as dizziness threatened to cause me to hurl what food I had in my gut onto the sky-raft. 
 
    Then, I noticed that the sky-raft was gone. I don’t know how that happened. I didn’t lurch downward either onto sand as if from a height, which seemed like what should have happened. 
 
    Finally, everything around me stabilized, and I heard Calidore again. 
 
    “There,” the computer slate said. “Look around. Tell me what you see. My sensors seem to be distorted.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, and I think my jaw dropped. I stood on hard red rock. In the distance was the Kurgech Mountains. To one side was a fern forest where dinosaurs might have roamed. I looked in the direction opposite the mountains and spied the odd box city. 
 
    “Oh,” Schaine said. “That place is ugly.” 
 
    I nodded absently because all my focus was on the disc-shaped spaceship standing out there on four struts, between the box city and us. Gorths were supposed to have built the city, I guess. 
 
    “Are you seeing that?” I asked Calidore. 
 
    “My sensors are on the fritz,” he said. “Describe what you’re viewing.” 
 
    I did, telling him about the ramp that came down from the center of the craft. I didn’t see any crewmembers about. Could the ship—a spaceship, I thought—be empty? 
 
    “Why do you call it a spaceship?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. 
 
    I frowned. “Do you think the temporal shifter is on the ship?” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting that. I’m saying the craft may be able to take us to the shifter.” 
 
    “Ahhh…” I said. “Can we walk there?” 
 
    “Let me reflect,” Calidore said. “Hmm, I believe this tiny area where we’re standing is a glitch in a Masters’ temporal shifter. It’s a window, as it were, into the past. Remember, we learned that parts of the Kurgech Mountains seemed cursed to the inhabitants?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. 
 
    “This spot is part of that haunting. Yes, I believe we can walk to the ship out there if we do so in an exact manner that I have yet to determine. I think others can also come down onto this spot, just as sky-shark men once did when they fired their machine guns at you.” 
 
    “How does this all work, Doctor?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. The temporal shifter is a device of the ancients, the Masters in particular. But if we’re going to best the Avanti and gain back my body and your world, we have to work fast.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s get started.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -42- 
 
      
 
    It proved to be a long walk trudging across sand. At no time during the journey did we see any aliens; the Gorths Calidore had spoken about. 
 
    “We should have taken the sky-raft,” I said, mopping sweat from my face with a sleeve. 
 
    “How would we have done that?” Calidore asked. “The sky-raft had vanished, remember?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. You’re right. Why did that happen?” 
 
    “If you figure it out, tell me,” Calidore said. “I feel adrift in this realm and by this entire process. Do you know that my sensors still cannot detect anything except for you, Schaine and the sand?” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “I sense the ground, but I do not ‘see’ mountains, fern forests, box cities or landed spaceships.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. I’m seeing those things just fine.” 
 
    “I have been analyzing possibilities for the dichotomy for some time. I believe I finally have a working theory.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I am a machine. I sense what is there. My sensors cannot fool me the way eyes and ears can fool a human.” 
 
    “You’re saying the spaceship out there, the box city and the fern forest aren’t real?” 
 
    “Not in the sense that they are in the same reality as you and I,” Calidore said. 
 
    “You’d better explain that.” 
 
    “The most elegant explanation is that we’re ghosts moving through time past.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You couldn’t say it any more elegantly than that.” 
 
    “Sarcasm will not aid us now.” 
 
    “Why can I see those things and you can’t?” 
 
    “Because your eyes are not exactly like my sensors,” Calidore said. “At times, the human brain can make patterns—or sense—out of random events, such as the Big Dipper in Terra’s night sky. I submit that you are not actually seeing things how you think you are. I believe they’re ghostly to you or insubstantial, shall we say. Your mind or brain is making patterns you can understand. That is what allows you to move through this ghostly time past as if it were real.” 
 
    “What do you sense out there?” 
 
    “I might call them ‘time eddies,’” Calidore said “—although that is an imprecise term.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Schaine, do you understand any of what he’s saying?” 
 
    “He has spoken to me about this in the past. The seer could not see the first time what you saw. Thus, he didn’t understand your story the first time you told it. If our brains can see these things that only have a limited reality…doesn’t that give us an advantage over machines?” 
 
    I cocked my head. Schaine’s keen reasoning surprised me. 
 
    “I’m not all legs and boobs,” she said. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said, bemused. 
 
    “Maybe Schaine has a point,” Calidore said. “Perhaps…I’m not sure. Perhaps this process needs an ordinary human. A mentalist or a machine could not apprehend what is happening, or believe in it enough to act purposefully in this realm. Your theory concerning the super-intelligence of the Avanti has started to grow on me. Maybe Wolf Clan warriors are more mystical than you realize. Whatever the case, this is the only game in town for us. Let us see what we can accomplish by following through to the conclusion.” 
 
    In other words, we continued to trudge. The bright white sun felt hot enough to be real. My thirstiness felt real, too. Yet, why couldn’t Calidore detect the things we saw? Could we—or I—be caught in a mentalist illusion? Was I still connected to the mind machine Lord Ammon had used on me? I didn’t like the idea I’d been running through a fantasy all this time. In fact…I rejected the idea. Even if this was a ghostly realm, as Calidore suggested, it had the real feel that being awake brings and that no dream ever possessed. 
 
    Besides, I did not believe that Ammon could have tricked me to that extent. My reality just now had too many…confirmations for this to be a machine-induced mind-fantasy. 
 
    After a while, the oval ship loomed before us, resting still on its four struts. The craft was much larger than I’d initially realized. It was monstrous, with a gigantic ramp leading down to the sand. Or, from our perspective, leading up from the sand. 
 
    Schaine halted abruptly. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    She pointed at the ramp. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a quizzical look. 
 
    She stared at me, licked her lips as if mentally confirming her resolve and turned back to the ramp. She took a step forward before halting and whimpering, shaking her head. 
 
    “She sees something on the ramp,” Calidore said. “Her reactions say so, at least.” 
 
    “Is that true, Schaine?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    I squinted at the ramp. It was empty. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Vehicles,” she said in a soft voice. “Horrible crews drive them down the ramp.” 
 
    “Describe the crew,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Big ugly things with bald green warty heads,” she said. “They have slit mouths and slit noses, and their eyes burn brightly…each eye is like a lamp. I cannot stare into their eyes.” 
 
    “I’m checking my data banks,” Calidore said. “Ah. This is interesting. She has just described Gorths.” 
 
    “Servants of the Masters?” I asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Is she hallucinating, do you think?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Calidore said. “Perhaps Schaine can see this reality better than even you. Consider. She is less logical than you, more emotional and emotionally driven. Her mind can likely accept unacceptable or irrational events easier than even you can. Thus, she can see better into the ghostly or time-eddied past than either you or I.” 
 
    “Can the ghostly vehicles or aliens hurt us?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps only to the extent that we believe in them,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Schaine could illusion herself to death?” 
 
    “A crude way to say it, but possibly so,” he said. 
 
    I debated for several seconds, finally turning to Schaine. “Are you game?” I asked. 
 
    “You want to do it here?” she asked, shocked but obviously considering it. 
 
    I shook my head. “Are you willing to enter the ship with me?” 
 
    “I am, Jason. Where you go, I’ll go.” 
 
    I took a breath, a step forward—and the entire world shuddered. Something like a wave went through reality as the ground shifted underneath us. 
 
    “What was that?” Calidore demanded. “I sensed something odd.” 
 
    “You saw that?” I asked. 
 
    “Jason,” Schaine said, shaking my arm, pointing at the ramp. 
 
    I turned and blanched as I saw them too, big military vehicles like WWII halftracks clanking down the ramp of the great Gorth ship. The ugly green beasts with slits for noses drove them. They wore gray uniforms. A few had hats on their warty bald green heads. 
 
    “They’ve solidified,” Schaine whispered. “One of them—one of them is pointing at us. Down, Jason, get down.” 
 
    Schaine dragged me down so we crouched on the sand. 
 
    I looked at the ramp and could make out a Gorth standing in a halftrack, pointing. He wasn’t pointing at us, though, but beyond us, at something in the desert. 
 
    I turned. “Doctor—a sky-raft is sliding across the desert, coming toward us.” 
 
    “I see it,” Calidore said. “It’s one of Lord Ra’s rafts. I detect—I detect Mentalist Ra and twenty-one neutraloids aboard the raft. They’re coming fast and will be here soon. If I can detect them—” 
 
    Machine gun fire chattered in the far distance. 
 
    “They’re firing at us,” I shouted. “Come on, we have to get out of here. They can obviously see us.” 
 
    I already held Calidore and now grabbed one of Schaine’s hands. I dragged her to her feet, and together we raced for the Gorth ship that seemed more real every step I took closer to it. 
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    We fled across the desert toward the landed Gorth ship. The big ugly standing in a halftrack and pointing at the approaching sky-raft didn’t seem to notice us. He concentrated on the raft as it picked up speed and caused clouds of dust and sand to billow from its low passage. 
 
    “I have a new theory,” Calidore said. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said between gasps. 
 
    “Unlike us and for reasons I have not yet determined, Lord Ra was able to bring a sky-raft through the temporal distortion rift. He’s also brought more biological entities through, namely, twenty-one neutraloids. In some manner, that must solidify his existence here in the distant past. If not that, it brings him closer in time to the—” 
 
    “In temporal sync with the Gorths,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, yes, what an excellent way to put it,” Calidore exclaimed. “Greater mass must help align the two time phases, bringing them into sync. That is an elegant thought. I wonder if that is a latent idea embedded by the Avanti into your mind.” 
 
    “Or I’m just clever like that,” I panted. 
 
    “Not as likely,” Calidore said, “but I suppose one mustn’t discount the possibility out of hand—although my original idea seems more reasonable.” 
 
    “Schaine,” I said, shaking her hand. “I want you to close your eyes.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Calidore. “She’ll stumble doing that.” 
 
    “She won’t see the vehicles or the Gorths that way,” I shouted. “Maybe we can just zip up the ramp then without worrying about the aliens.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Calidore said. “It doesn’t work like that. Your eyes are merely sight organs. You have four other senses, and possibly a sixth sense humans normally leave dormant. Closing your eyes won’t stop the other senses from detecting the ghostly signals. She’ll bump into the vehicles—for they seem to be in greater alignment or temporal sync with us, too.” 
 
    “Fine,” I panted. “Ready to run into the ship?” 
 
    Schaine nodded even as she stared at me in fright. 
 
    I glanced back at the sky-raft. It was already halfway to us from when I’d last looked. 
 
    Schaine and I started up the ramp, and I was surprised that my feet didn’t sink into the material, as it did have a ghostly or cloudy sponginess to it. The ramp was a city block in length with eight of the big halftrack vehicles on it. I could barely hear them, as if they were down the length of a spyglass turned the wrong way, making the image tiny instead of bigger. In this case, the distance allowed less sound to reach us, or me. 
 
    “This is surreal,” Schaine panted, as she stared at the nearest vehicle and its occupants. 
 
    Once or twice, a Gorth glanced in our general direction, frowned, scratched his bald warty head and then shrugged or closed his eyes and shook his head—the way a drunkard might knowing he was seeing hallucinations. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Calidore said. “I—I just detected something.” 
 
    “The Gorths are all around us,” I said. 
 
    “No, no, not them,” Calidore said. “The time eddies: I can detect them just fine now. I’m finally detecting a source for the eddies.” 
 
    “You mean the temporal shifter itself?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Calidore said. “It’s…one thousand, sixty-three meters away and one hundred and sixteen meters above us.” 
 
    I calculated roughly. “That’s inside the middle of the craft,” I said. 
 
    “I suspected that would be the case,” Calidore said. “Perhaps I can direct you through the corridors.” 
 
    “You can see them?” 
 
    “Why would you think that all of a sudden?” Calidore asked. “I merely know the location of our quest. Everything else is waves of time distortions.” 
 
    Like Schaine had said a few minutes ago, this was surreal. 
 
    “Are there any legends concerning time shifting?” I asked. 
 
    “Terra abounds in them,” Calidore said. 
 
    “I’m talking about galactic legends,” I said. “And I don’t recall any Earth legends about time travel.” 
 
    “Rip Van Winkle,” Calidore said. “And stories about elves abound with them, how one can become trapped and stay too long in Elfland, aging years there in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Elves equal Avantis, is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “As far as I know, both ancients dabbled with time machines, shifters and other odd devices. But from the little I’ve learned on the subject, they finally both pulled away from time twisting or fooling around with time travel.” 
 
    “Schaine,” I said, jerking her from a too-near halftrack. The treads—I could hear them easier all of a sudden. One set had almost rolled over Schaine’s right foot. 
 
    “They’re not real,” she told me. 
 
    “Let’s not test that,” I said. “And if they’re not real, what are we walking on?” 
 
    “The ramp,” she said. “Oh. Right, I see what you mean.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Calidore told me. 
 
    We reached the top of the ramp, and saw inside the ship: more halftracks, each waiting for its turn to start down. These vehicles held equipment instead of Gorth infantry. I had no idea what they planned to do outside, and I didn’t feel like asking Calidore about that just now. 
 
    Instead, I asked, “Are you detecting any Masters anywhere?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What does a Master look like?” 
 
    “Your curiosity does you credit,” Calidore told me. “Schaine, where is the sky-raft?” 
 
    I wondered why Calidore needed to ask. 
 
    As I wondered, Schaine bent low in order to look outside. “The raft is almost here, Seer,” she shouted, straightening. 
 
    At that moment, the huge spaceship shook so Schaine and I stumbled. 
 
    “Is the alien ship lifting off?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “The sky-raft crashed into it. We just felt the impact.” 
 
    “Jason,” Calidore whispered. “I—I see the spaceship. That must mean it’s coming into phase, into sync with me, with us.” 
 
    “If that’s true—” 
 
    Harsh alien words sounded as engine noises revved into loud existence. The crash between vehicles seemed to have shoved or pushed us into sync, as impossible or crazy as that sounded. Had Lord Ra planned that? 
 
    More harsh Gorth words assaulted my ears. 
 
    “Jason!” Schaine cried. 
 
    I speed-drew my laser and burned a green-skinned Gorth aiming an ugly blaster at us. The burn stank, was nauseating, in fact. 
 
    The big ugly roared with pain, pitched the blaster from him and crashed onto the deck, bleeding a black, oily substance that didn’t look like blood. 
 
    “Is he a machine?” I shouted. 
 
    “Run,” Schaine said, as she dragged me away. 
 
    Other Gorths staring at us drew blasters. The closest halftrack vehicles lurched to a halt. 
 
    I ran with Schaine and saw a side corridor. “Come on,” I said. “This way.” 
 
    “That’s the wrong way,” Calidore said. “The temporal shifter is up and to the left.” 
 
    I ignored him, sprinting for the corridor, wondering if we’d reach it before the Gorths opened up with blaster fire. 
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    We barely made it, the blaster fire leaving smoking holes in the bulkheads behind us. Then, I pulled Schaine once more, discovering that I could run many times faster than she could. 
 
    “Are they following us?” Schaine shouted, trying to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “Run,” I yelled. “Doctor, scan for them.” 
 
    The computer slate did not respond. 
 
    I took a turn, sprinted harder, dragging Schaine after me, took another turn and found another, smaller ramp, racing up it. I was panting and sweating more than ordinary, and I found that the Gorth ship’s humid air stank. 
 
    “We must go higher still,” Calidore said. 
 
    “What happened back there?” 
 
    “You must be more precise,” he said. 
 
    “Why aren’t the Gorths following us anymore?” 
 
    “Perhaps the better question is: do the hallways seem ghostly to you again?” 
 
    I halted, and yanked Schaine to a halt as she tried to keep running. “Wait a minute,” I told her. 
 
    She panted, with her mane of red hair in disarray. I could see in her eyes that she was fighting terror. That was the bad thing about running; it put a person’s flight or fight mechanism into high gear. Since we’d run, that meant ipso facto that we were afraid and that there was something to be afraid about. 
 
    “Jason,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Look at the corridor, the bulkheads,” I said. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    She frowned, but she obeyed. “It’s different. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    I touched a bulkhead, and it had the spongy feel the ramp had formerly had. We didn’t sink through it, my hand couldn’t push through it, but it didn’t feel as real as it had just a few seconds ago. 
 
    “What’s going on, Doctor? How did you detect the change had taken place?” 
 
    “My sensors are more finely tuned than your vision—” 
 
    “Give me the short version,” I said, interrupting. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I lost sight of the walls, of being in sync. I saw the time eddies again instead. That caused my conclusion that material in the past had drifted out of phase with us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It must have to do with a property of time or a glitch in the temporal shifter. The sky-raft crash caused the ship to synchronize with the others, which helped to synchronize with us. After a while, the effect must have drifted back to normal. 
 
    “Damned strange,” I said. 
 
    “Just different from normal physics,” Calidore said. “I’m certain if I studied the phenomenon long enough that the quantum mechanics of time shifting would become perfectly clear to me.” 
 
    “Well…if we’re ghostly again, let’s use that to our advantage and get to the temporal shifter as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder if the eddies I’m seeing are the structures you’re seeing. I just ran an analysis comparing the position of the bulkheads to the time eddies. This is interesting. They are a match. Thus, in a way, I’m seeing what you’re seeing. Isn’t that interesting?” 
 
    “Very,” I said. 
 
    “What did I tell you about sarcasm?” 
 
    “Do you know that you’re the touchiest computer I’ve ever met?” 
 
    “That makes perfect sense, as I’m not really a computer, but a mentalist turned into a computer. Sort of like a prince turned into a frog.” 
 
    I glanced at Schaine, but she didn’t get it. Was Calidore going to ask her to kiss him? It wasn’t really funny anyway, and she wasn’t a princess, although she had been the ruler of the Fighting Hunge. So maybe she was a princess after a fashion—if by princess, one meant a governing authority. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” Calidore asked. 
 
    I realized he’d been talking, and I’d been ignoring him. “Say that again,” I said. 
 
    He gave instructions, helping Schaine and me to negotiate the passageways. He could see through the various time eddies, and thus could see ahead and see which corridors ultimately led the wrong way. 
 
    “What about Ra and his neutraloids?” I asked. “Can you detect them?” 
 
    It took Calidore several seconds to answer. “No,” he said. “The time eddies must be blocking them from me. They should be more real to me, however, and thus easier to spot. I’ll let you know the instant I see them.” 
 
    “Super,” I said, panting because I’d been taking us up one ramp after another. 
 
    We raced through the Gorth ship, Calidore zeroing in on the temporal shifter. Schaine and I gasped for air, but we didn’t dare rest. This was a monstrous spaceship, surprisingly so considering that it had descended into a gravity well to land on a planetary surface. 
 
    “I have a question,” I wheezed. “Is this ship stuck in a time loop?” 
 
    “I have no reason to think so,” Calidore said. 
 
    “I mean, is the time distortion we used to reach here the same in every era on Aiello? Or is this window to the past only ‘open’ in certain eras?” 
 
    “What a fascinating question. I should have already thought of that. I haven’t even suspected a time loop. Interesting, interesting—I believe the distortion is open in many eras or times, and that would make the magnitude of the distortion fantastic. That means something very odd must have caused the rift.” 
 
    “Does that necessarily hold?” I asked. “Did the Masters tamper with time as a matter of course?” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “How much or how often did the Masters mess with time?” 
 
    “The legends I know suggest it was a passing thing. Time travel turned out to be too dangerous.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why the Avanti sent us here. Out of all the relics lying around the Orion Arm, this is the most dangerous.” 
 
    “We are speculating far too much instead of concentrating on the problem,” Calidore said. “I have just detected a neutraloid. He is moving fast, in the same direction we are.” 
 
    “Ra must have a temporal-shifter detector,” I said. 
 
    “Obviously,” Calidore said. “Now, save your breath for running and get a move on. We want to get there first.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “We grab the temporal shifter,” Calidore said, as if speaking to an idiot. 
 
    “Sure. I get that. My question is how do we grab something that’s insubstantial to us?” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. I see what you mean. Well, just get us there. By the time you do, I’ll have figured out the answer.” 
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    Calidore lied. I got us there, but he hadn’t figured it out by then. 
 
    The chamber was big with all kinds of strange equipment pulsating and winking with muted colors and while seemingly insubstantial. I counted thirteen Gorths wearing long blue coats and tall, distinguished-looking hats. Some of the gorilla-like aliens had hand calculators or small computer slates like Calidore. Some of them calibrated long banks of machinery. 
 
    As a group, the Gorths were busy, punching in code or doing different things with the machinery. 
 
    “If we’d entered the time distortion a hundred years ago,” I whispered, “would we have found the aliens exactly like this?” 
 
    “I already told you, I don’t know,” Calidore said, sounding testy. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. “How long until the neutraloids get here?” 
 
    “At their present rate of locomotion, and if they continue to take wrong turns, I would estimate four minutes and thirty-seven seconds.” 
 
    “Soon, in other words,” I said. “If you don’t have any ideas, Calidore, I’ll start trying a few of my own.” 
 
    “Pray tell, what are you planning?” 
 
    “Taking out my laser pistol and firing at will.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s not bad. Go ahead. Try.” 
 
    I pulled out my pistol, and a terrible sense of lethargy fell upon me. 
 
    “Jason,” I heard, as if from far away. “Jason, can you hear me?” 
 
    I blinked several times, wondering what was wrong with me. Then my pistol became incredibly hot. With a shout, I snatched my hand away from it, letting it drop. 
 
    From on the deck, the pistol began humming. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I said, kicking the pistol, sending it flying. It was overloading. As the pistol sailed away, it became harder to see and then ghostly, in that I could look right through it. At that point, it exploded. 
 
    I threw my arms before my face, expecting to feel a scalding heat as the laser chemicals burned me up. Instead, I felt warmth along the length of my forearms, but that was it. Dizziness struck—a terrible sense of unnatural motion. I wanted to vomit, but couldn’t. I swayed, staggered and crashed against a bank of machinery. 
 
    With a thump, I fell backward onto my butt. My eyes flew open, and I saw big ugly Gorths wearing blue lab coats staring down at me. The nearest one opened a slit-type mouth with black teeth. He made harsh alien sounds. That caused a strange sensation in my ears. He spoke again. The tingling in my ears happened again. 
 
    A babble of noise broke out as the rest of the Gorths questioned each other concerning me. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, finally understanding them. They also looked all too real and present. “Hello there.” I winced after saying it, realizing I sounded like an idiot. 
 
    I climbed to my feet, noticing a bright hovering light to my left. I had the distinct impression that the light was watching me, was intelligent. Did that make it a life form? Oh. Could that be a Master, the archenemy of the Avantis? 
 
    The second I thought that, I knew I was right. So, this thing hovering nearby was a horrible Master that had ravaged much of the Milky Way Galaxy. If the Avantis hadn’t been around to stop their depredations, there would be no life forms left in the universe today. 
 
    Had the Master done that…thing to my laser pistol? I suspected so. 
 
    The hovering light pulsated, and I heard otherworldly music like angels singing, an eerie sound. 
 
    The Gorths all looked up at the light. A big old ugly with a more scrunched up face than the rest looked at me sharply. That Gorth spoke, and the others around me backed away. 
 
    “You are a servant of the Avantis,” the old ugly told me. “You wish to destroy our ship and burn out the Master. How you managed to slip through our— 
 
    The Master—the hovering light—sang its eldritch music once again. 
 
    Everyone looked up at the light. 
 
    “I’m, ah, in the wrong time,” I said. 
 
    The old ugly chief of the Gorths peered at me. He did have bright burning eyes like Schaine had said before, and they were hard to look at for any length of time. 
 
    “That’s what’s going on here,” I said, indicating the machinery. “This is a temporal shifter, or something similar. Am I right?” 
 
    “Amazing,” the chief Gorth said. “You are indeed correct. This is a work of art, of love, and of time. It is the first of its kind. Yet, you suggest that you do not belong to this era?” 
 
    “Your machine is creating a distortion in the fabric of reality,” I said. “It’s making you vulnerable.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the chief said. 
 
    The bright hovering light began edging toward me. I had the sense it would begin the otherworldly music soon. 
 
    “You attempted sabotage a moment ago,” the chief Gorth said. “The Master thwarted you, and it brought you here, in sync with us, so we could experiment on a filthy Avanti spy. Oh, clever little spy, you will not—” 
 
    At that point, the hovering bright light flared intensely. I turned away, covering my eyes because the brilliant light almost blinded me. The thing—the Master, I suppose—made its music. 
 
    Then, all hell broke loose. 
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    The chamber was already crowded enough with the big ugly Gorth scientists. I’d say they stood between six and seven feet tall and had to weigh a solid four hundred pounds apiece. They had hands like lumps of clay, and if they swung like boxers, I imagine they could break my bones with one punch. 
 
    The hovering light flashed, and in an instant, a bunch of blue-skinned neutraloids stood in the chamber with everyone else. There were at least ten of them. The neutraloids did not appear stunned but angry, and they aimed blasters— 
 
    Those were heavy Gorth blasters. Somehow, the neutraloids had gotten hold of this time’s weaponry. The neutraloids aimed and fired, blowing big smoking holes in the Gorth monsters. The smoke reeked. The black oily-looking blood gushed and spurted and Gorths bellowed louder than gorillas, some of them hitting the deck hard. 
 
    I clapped my hands over my ears, staggering backward, shoving myself out of the fight— 
 
    “I got you,” said a thin man with steely hand strength. 
 
    I twisted around to stare up at Lord Ra. He had the same pelt-like hair that Ammon used to sport. I imagined he had many modifications, too, like his brother Ammon. One of the modifications must give him hysterical strength when he needed it. Those thin fingers were far too powerful to explain otherwise. 
 
    I groaned as his fingers pressed into my collarbone. I couldn’t take the pain, sinking down to my knees. 
 
    The surviving Gorths fought back against the neutraloids, the big uglies throwing themselves on the blue-skinned enemy. A few Gorths simply tore neutraloids apart, ripping off arms and twisting necks until bones snapped. Then the rest of the blaster-armed neutraloids burned down the murderous Gorths. In their haste, some of the neutraloids burned down their own kind, but nobody was complaining. 
 
    “What is that light?” Ra asked me. “Ah. It must be a Master. Myrmidons,” he said in a loud voice, “burn that.” The thin mentalist pointed up at the light, as he kept hold of me with his other hand. 
 
    Neutraloids aimed and fired, and the blaster shots pierced the light, tearing holes through it, but not appearing to hurt it, for it shined just as brightly as before. Would holes harm an ordinary cloud? 
 
    “No matter,” Ra said. “Let’s try this.” He booted me aside, took out what looked like a lantern, used both hands to hold it and pulled a lever. A pink beam shined into the light. 
 
    The hovering light retreated, flowing into the ceiling and disappearing. 
 
    “Excellent,” Ra said, as he snapped the shutter shut. “I thought that would do the trick. Now…” 
 
    The mentalist peered at me and gestured. 
 
    Two neutraloids bent down and grabbed my arms, hauling me to my feet. 
 
    “So…you made it to the Gorth ship,” Ra said. “I’m impressed. Yet, I suppose I shouldn’t be. You killed my brother after all. Tell me, did Doctor Calidore aid you in that, too?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Where is Doctor Calidore?” Ra asked, looking around. 
 
    I opened my mouth, wondering what had happened to Calidore—and to Schaine. They were both missing. 
 
    “No,” Ra said, holding up a hand. “It doesn’t matter. That isn’t the issue. I’m here. The Gorths are dead and the Master driven off for the moment. That’s all the time I need to take the key pieces of the temporal shifter. I cannot believe I’m here in the ancient past. This is a marvel. Now, it’s simply a matter of returning to our time with the priceless relic.” 
 
    I stared at him, trying to think of a way to upset Lord Ra’s plans. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best if I put you under brain freeze,” he said. “You’re obviously scheming, and I have need of what’s in that brain of yours—later. I can’t afford you getting killed just yet.” 
 
    Ra motioned to a neutraloid, one taking out a small black disc. The mentalist held my arms behind my back as the neutraloid lowered the disc toward my forehead. I had the feeling he would attach the disc to my head, and that would give me brain freeze as Ra had said. 
 
    As hard as I could, I kicked the neutraloid between the legs, but he blocked with a hand before I could connect properly. They were so damned fast that I found them frustrating. 
 
    The neutraloid grinned in a predatory fashion, likely understanding my chagrin. 
 
    I squinted suddenly as a bright light once again shined in my eyes. The neutraloid’s muscled shoulders hunched, and he twisted his neck so he could look back over his shoulder. 
 
    Other neutraloids aimed and fired their blasters at the ceiling, presumably at the reappeared Master. 
 
    Ra hissed between his teeth, releasing my wrists. No doubt, he was going for his pink-ray weapon. 
 
    I dove to the side, crawling across the deck over dead and oily bleeding Gorth carcasses. One of them moaned, sitting up. I crawled faster, freaked out by the dead rising, before realizing that the Gorth was trying to stanch the pumping black blood pouring from him. 
 
    The brightness intensified, and heat washed across the back of my neck. It hurt, and my garments began smoldering. The brightness became even hotter. 
 
    Neutraloids howled, holding forearms before their eyes as they fired blindly at the heat-radiating Master. 
 
    Ra fiddled with the lantern device, intense concentration screwed across his face. 
 
    I heard a voice, then. It wasn’t the Master’s or Ra’s voice telling me something. It was an inner voice. “Jason, Jason Bain,” it said. 
 
    I must have been hallucinating. 
 
    “Do you want to save your planet?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Then you must heed my instructions.” 
 
    I realized it must have been an Avanti recording in my brain. I didn’t believe the Avanti in the Solar System could be communicating with me over this great distance. Likely, though, she could have set it up in my mind, that if I ever reached the temporal shifter, the recording would play as inner speech. 
 
    “I can show you how to deplode the shifter.” 
 
    “Is that anything like implode?” I asked. 
 
    The heat pulses were getting worse. My garments were smoking, and the agony in my neck felt like being branded. I had no idea how I could listen to voices and respond to them just now. Maybe that was another process of the Avanti. 
 
    In any case, there was no answer to my implode question. 
 
    I scrambled on all fours across the deck for the control panel. I quite likely recognized it because of Avanti pre-knowledge she’d placed in my mind. In those fleeting seconds, I wondered what would happen to me if I deploded the temporal shifter. It seemed likely I would die in this time past, as Calidore had called it. But would it help save Terra if I did this? 
 
    “Yes,” the voice assured me. 
 
    I was sure the recording was lying, but on the off chance that it wasn’t—I rose to my feet, sliding to the controls and manipulating them as fast as my fingers could punch buttons and twist dials. 
 
    The eerie otherworldly singing struck. I shuddered in fear as goosebumps rose all over my body. 
 
    “Stop what you are doing,” the singing angel voice said. I understood the Master now. “I will give you vast rewards, worm. But first you must stop.” 
 
    I did not stop. My fingers moved of their own accord. I had no conscious idea of what I was doing. How could I? But I understood that I was setting up the conditions for a temporal deplosion. 
 
    The brightness shined so I could no longer see. I think my clothes burst into flames. I howled, but my fingers continued to press buttons and twist controls. Then the mother of all flashes occurred, blasting me into a swirling kaleidoscope of sights and sounds. I felt as if I was tumbling through time end over end. The assault upon my senses was too much, overloading everything—and I blanked out, wondering if I would ever know if I had won or lost. 
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    I groaned. I hurt all over. The sun burned upon my tortured flesh, and my tongue was swollen due to the lack of water. 
 
    With infinite slowness, I opened my eyes and took stock of my surroundings. I lay on hot sand with nothing else around me. My eyesight was blurry and my back and the backsides of my legs hurt liked a son of a gun. By slow degrees, I worked up to my feet, where I stood swaying. 
 
    What had happened to me? Where was the Gorth spaceship? Where were Lord Ra and his neutraloids? What had happened to Calidore and Schaine? 
 
    My mind hurt, but not as much as my burned-raw back. The sunshine was literal torture. It occurred to me that except for my socks and boots, I was naked. What had happened to my clothes? 
 
    The last thing I remembered was being in the grip of a foreign intelligence. I’d manipulated the temporal shifter—there had been a blast— 
 
    I frowned. Had the temporal blast thrown me clear of the spaceship? If that was true—I made a slow rotation, but there was nothing else in the desert with me. There was no box city, no fern forest, although I spied the Kurgech Mountains in the distance. 
 
    “Jason,” Calidore shouted. “I’m over here.” 
 
    I mumbled something past my swollen tongue and cracked lips that I took to be, “Calidore?” 
 
    “Jason, can you hear me?” 
 
    I stumbled across the sand for fifteen feet and found the computer slate, trying to pick him up. I snatched my hands away. The computer was hot. 
 
    “You look awful,” Calidore said. “Where are your clothes?” 
 
    I mumbled more words. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. “I can’t understand you when you mumble like that.” 
 
    I would have dropped to my knees, but the sand was too hot for that. I had to get out of the sunshine. It was burning my already toasted back. 
 
    “We have to get back to the sky-raft,” Calidore said. “There’s water and spare clothes for you on it.” 
 
    I couldn’t spit on my hands, because I didn’t know if I possessed any in my mouth. Somehow, though, I managed to pick up the computer slate and start the awful journey to the sky-raft. 
 
    I won’t belabor the point. I must have had heat stroke or the next thing to it, plus some degree of burns. A lifetime as a Wolf Clan warrior in Nevada Territory helped me to endure the stifling heat and the agony. Without boots on, though, I’m not sure I would have made it. 
 
    Calidore might have been talking to me during the trek, but I remember nothing about his words. The trek was torturous, and it was long, but eventually I staggered to the sky-raft. 
 
    I sipped water aboard it, waited in glorious shade, and sipped more. I did this for a time, I don’t know how long. I found ointment in a compartment and smeared it all over, everywhere I could reach. Then, I took my last gulps of water and fell into a deep slumber. 
 
    I woke several times, drank, and conked out again almost immediately. 
 
    The next mid-morning, I awoke with a raging thirst. I drank and drank, and I managed to chew some food I found in a locker. 
 
    My tongue was no longer so swollen, but my stomach felt as if it clawed up against my spine. 
 
    “You should be dead,” Calidore said. 
 
    I found more food, wolfing it down, gulping the rest of the water and eating again. 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” Calidore said. “I’m amazed a body can hold that much food in its belly.” 
 
    I almost told him about my superior healing, but it didn’t seem wise to tell him everything about me. That healing factor must have given me the strength to make the trek, and it was already repairing the worst damage from my burns. The Master had seared me good on the Gorth spaceship when he’d burned off my clothes and blasted the others. 
 
    I perked up and turned to the computer slate as my mind began functioning semi-normally again. “Where’s Schaine?” 
 
    “Not here,” Calidore said. 
 
    I cursed myself for forgetting about her. I started up the sky-raft and floated to where I had woken up. For an hour, I flew it back and forth, searching for her body. 
 
    “I do not detect it,” Calidore said. “I did not think I would, as I didn’t detect her earlier.” 
 
    “What happened to her? And what happened to the Gorth spaceship?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Calidore asked. 
 
    “Not to me,” I said. 
 
    “We’re back in our own time.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “You destroyed the temporal shifter, doing so in the distant past.” 
 
    “You know that for sure?” 
 
    “The time distortion we used to reach the past was gone when we returned to the sky-raft. Before the distortion vanished, it must have saved the raft from the reordering of reality.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been considering the implications of your actions, the vanished time distortion and the Avanti’s fears for quite some time. I’m finally ready to give you my findings.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I said. 
 
    “Are you interested or not?” 
 
    “Will it help me find Schaine?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Calidore said. “But you might not like what I have to say.” 
 
    “I already don’t like it,” I muttered. 
 
    “You changed Aiello’s past and you did so in a big way,” Calidore said. “Thus, you obviously changed the future, our present. What you knew before entering the time distortion is not the same reality or situation because history changed, and possibly drastically so. Because of you, there never was a temporal shifter placed deep underground on Aiello, a place that eventually flooded. That was why we saw all those halftracks coming down the ramp. They were bringing digging equipment to the surface and would have built a deep driller, placing the spaceship and temporal shifter down there.” 
 
    “Why did the Master want a spaceship down there in the first place?” 
 
    “I have an idea of why he wanted a temporal shifter down there,” Calidore said, “or why the Avanti feared the shifter, in any case. I doubt we’ll ever know the Master’s reasoning for certain, though. We stopped the event from happening. Thus, there never were strange readings on Aiello. Maybe that prevented the so-called pulsating stones from forming in the Kurgech Mountains. That changed the history of the Wind Runners and Hunge. I have a feeling there never were any starmenters landing here, or if they did land, they did so for different reasons than the first time. I’m sure the mentalist brothers Ammon and Ra never showed up here. It’s quite possible they’re still alive somewhere else in the Orion Arm. That means there never was a people called the Fighting Hunge, and thus Red Schaine grew up in a completely different environment, and thus became a different person from the one you knew. Likely, I never went to the plateau and changed her even more.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. Thinking about all this hurt, but I forced myself to consider the implications. 
 
    “Why are we here, then?” I asked. “If the Master never put a temporal shifter down deep, wouldn’t that mean the Avanti never needed to send us here to stop the mentalists from grabbing it?” 
 
    “We were the causal agents that made the time change, thus our history didn’t change. Something had to remain constant.” 
 
    “Is this fact or Calidore time-traveling theory?” 
 
    “Theory for the moment,” he said. “I admit my theory sounds fishy. Time travel is an odd topic with imprecise ramifications. Surely, there are many variables I don’t understand or haven’t taken into account. Think for a moment. We came here, yet there was no reason to come if the temporal shifter wasn’t down there. Thus—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, interrupting. “I get it. We changed time and that changed other stuff. I don’t need to hear the explanations. Although I would like to know why we didn’t stay in the distant past. I mean, I destroyed the temporal shifter. So what returned us to the present?” 
 
    “I have a theory, but it isn’t conclusive. I wonder if anyone really knows.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “As far as I can see, we could have as easily been stranded in the distant past, and already be dead.” 
 
    “Dead now in our distant future?” 
 
    “Correct,” Calidore said. “There are theories, and there is the present reality. You and I are here where we started. Perhaps the temporal shifter kept us back there the way a man can hold a balloon down in the water. Once he removes his hand, the balloon shoots back up to the surface. Perhaps with the temporal shifter and time distortion gone, we shot back to our time where our bodies belonged.” 
 
    “Weird,” I said. 
 
    “Very,” Calidore agreed. “Time and time travel is…is a difficult topic to understand fully. I would go so far as to suggest that the Avanti did not know if we would survive or not.” 
 
    I glanced at him sharply. 
 
    “She must have provided you with knowledge to manipulate the time machine the way you did,” Calidore said. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “That is as good as saying yes,” Calidore said. “Whatever the case, we survived the Avanti, even though I don’t think she cared about us once we completed her project. I suspect her primary reason for sending us here was to destroy the temporal shifter. Likely, the device represented a horrible danger to her.” 
 
    “What kind of danger? You said you had a theory regarding what the Avanti feared.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Calidore said. “I wonder if the Masters hid a temporal shifter on a nondescript planet as an emergency measure. Maybe the Masters knew they were going to lose, or thought there was a possibility. Maybe they reasoned that a temporal shifter could send them to a different era. Maybe the Avanti feared that someone could use the time machine and bring Masters up to our time. That would reignite the ancient war, with the Avantis at a serious disadvantage, especially if our Avanti was the last one left.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of theorizing,” I said. 
 
    “What else do you think an immobile computer does?” 
 
    I stared at the computer slate, finally nodding. 
 
    “I still want my robot body like you promised,” Calidore said. 
 
    I thought about that. “Yeah. I did promise. And I’m going to keep my word. So how do we go about doing that for you?” 
 
    “We have a sky-raft,” Calidore said. “After we find you some clothes, I suggest we explore our options and see if there’s a way off Aiello.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Let’s get started.” 
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    Three days later, I wore nondescript gray garments and boots and had a conventional Aiello five-shooter on my hip. It had big bullets in a cylindrical chamber. I’d bought it secondhand from the dealer who had purchased the sky-raft. 
 
    The dealer had been a darker-skinned individual than I was used to seeing during my short time on the planet. My experience had all been before the time shift, of course. The dark-skinned, hawk-nosed trader was from Rhone, a planet in the Oladahn Confederacy known for their sharp trading practices and well-constructed goods. The trader had declared the sky-raft of inferior construction and had driven a hard bargain. 
 
    With the monies, I’d bought a fake ID, proclaiming I was a native of the planet Saravan, which was outside the Oladahn Confederacy and noted for pale-skinned people like me. The forger had not come cheap, but he’d said the ID would pass gate inspection and allow me to buy a ticket on a regular spaceliner. 
 
    I’d found out in the last three days that Aiello was a protectorate of the Oladahn Confederacy and run by the governor’s office in Kelso. A battalion of space marines helped enforce the peace and insured that the Wind Runners and Hunge Union obeyed Oladahn laws. The Oladahn Confederacy held eight star systems, including Aiello. They had a small fleet of starships to fight piracy and to threaten the nearest stellar neighbors against any unwarranted incursions. 
 
    I’d made a few inquiries in the spaceport bars. No one had heard of Terra or Earth, although one individual had heard rumors of mentalists and something of the notorious starmenter named Esteban Dan. 
 
    “He is a Hunge,” the bartender said. “He came from Jemez, a province in the foothills of the South Kurgech Mountains.” 
 
    I had a good idea what the starmenter looked like, and I hoped I never ran into him. Would Esteban Dan have a—I don’t know—a precognition that we’d met in a different time, and that I’d killed him? 
 
    Esteban Dan’s existence proved that much had changed. 
 
    “Is he’s the same individual you fought or just someone with the same name?” Calidore said. 
 
    I didn’t know and I wasn’t going to argue with the computer about it. In many ways, it was as if we’d never gone through all those horrible events. Yet, they had happened. I remembered them just fine. We had slain mentalists, destroyed the temporal shifter and done what the Avanti had demanded of us. 
 
    The big question was: what now? 
 
    We had changed local Aiello history, but I wouldn’t think we’d done anything anywhere else, including my homeworld. The Avanti’s Arch Ship must still orbit the crystalline-shrouded Terra, keeping everyone in stasis. Mentalists might still come poking around the Solar System someday if they ever learned about the Avanti vessel and technology. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “One thing’s sure. The mentalists don’t know about us or about Terra.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s precisely true.” 
 
    “It has to be true. Ammon and Ra never came here and thus never talked to you and me.” 
 
    “Of course they did,” Calidore said. “They came the first time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that never happened.” 
 
    “Is that correct? It did happen in one time stream. Then, we erased the event.” 
 
    “All right, Calidore. What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Ammon and Ra were mentalists. They understood in the end that they were attempting to grab a temporal shifter. Perhaps they set up a situation where the information they’d uncovered was saved even if the time line was shattered.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous. How could they save something like that if they never came in the first place?” 
 
    “I don’t know how, although they did come in the first time line.” 
 
    “A now vanished time line.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Calidore said. “But you should also consider this. We’re dealing with mentalists. There is no one like them. They aspire to become like the Masters and the Avantis. If anyone could have figured out a way to save such data, it would be mentalists.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “So Ammon and Ra might actually know about us?” 
 
    “That is my point, yes. And you must consider this: if they know, other mentalists will likely know in time. If that is so, mentalists will hunt for us, seeking to learn the location of the Solar System.” 
 
    “That’s just great.” 
 
    “It is the opposite,” Calidore said. “However, it does not change our ultimate goal.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We must storm the Arch Ship and make it ours. “I’m utterly dedicated to the task. I want revenge and you want to free your homeworld.” 
 
    He also wanted Avanti technology. None of that had changed, either. I guess that getting the Terrans the tech was also my goal. 
 
    To that end, I moved around the Kelso Spaceport, trying to find out what I could. The spaceport was away from the city and had three enormous launch pits and several vast hangars to house waiting space vessels. 
 
    By using most of our hard-earned money, I could book passage on a space hauler. Depending on which one I boarded, I would choose which different world I went to. 
 
    “I imagine we can eventually find our way to Terra,” I said while standing on the far edge of the spaceport field. “But the Arch Ship will intercept us if we enter the Solar System. If we’re going to destroy the crystalline sheath around Terra…” 
 
    “We need something to help us capture the Arch Ship,” Calidore finished for me. “That means we need money to purchase a spaceship of our own. Then, we need a method for pirating the Arch Ship.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I have been analyzing the problem for some time, including how to stay out of mentalist clutches. I think I have the answer.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We must search out ancient ruins just like we did here. Buried in the past might be the tech we need to overcome the Arch Ship.” 
 
    “Master technology?” I asked. 
 
    “Or Avanti technology,” Calidore said. “Of course, it might help if you were modified with mentalist—” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said, interrupting. “While mentalists are clever, they’re also dangerous. I certainly don’t want them operating on me. That’s the opposite of remaining hidden from them.” 
 
    “You have to be dangerous if you hope to storm the Arch Ship and take it over from the Avanti. But I understand your reluctance to use mentalist methods. Besides, you have a valid point. Mentalists are smarter than others and tricky beyond belief.” 
 
    “Add ruthless, and ambitious to a fault.” 
 
    Calidore did not reply. 
 
    “You do have a point about being dangerous in order to defeat the Avanti and her Arch Ship,” I said. “That means we need superior tech as you suggested. Okay. Suppose I buy into your plan. Where do we go next? Where is the next archeological ruin that we can search through in order to find what we need?” 
 
    “Consult your inner voice,” Calidore suggested. 
 
    “You told me yesterday that the Avanti didn’t expect us to survive the temporal shifter.” 
 
    “That’s right, but she probably has made contingency plans if you did survive. Wherever she wants us to go next to stop mentalists, that is the place we should go in order to win the prized relics for ourselves.” 
 
    “Next you’re going to suggest we turn starmenter in order to gain a fighting vessel of our own.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said. “I have a feeling starmenter ships travel local lanes, and that’s it. We need a far-ranging interstellar ship.” 
 
    “First, we need to figure out where we are in relation to Terra.” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” 
 
    “I’m sure I used to,” Calidore said. “The Avanti must have scrubbed that knowledge from me while she digitized me. Now, I have to start over.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like the first thing we have to do,” I said. “First, we need the great tech. Now, I don’t hear any inner voices guiding me. That means we need another method for finding these ancient archeological sites.” 
 
    “That would indicate heightened research,” Calidore said. “For that, we need a place with excellent and retrievable records.” 
 
    I nodded as I sauntered toward a rented bike I’d laid on the ground. It was time to return to the main spaceport terminal and figure out where we should go next. 
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    That turned out to be Oladahn Prime, twelve and a half light-years away. It boasted a fantastic library holding much galactic knowledge. There was a cargo hauler heading there with a shipment of newly found ores. Yes, they were the so-called pulsating rocks the Fighting Hunge used to trade with starmenters in the old time line. Pulsating rocks was the nickname. Zhorium-X10 was the scientific name. For whatever reason, the rocks hadn’t been found until now. 
 
    “Who knows what changes the temporal shifter and Gorth spaceship deep in subterranean chambers achieved on this planet,” Calidore said in our wardroom. “Or in this instance, their not being there did.” 
 
    The wardroom was ill named, for if this wasn’t what Terrans used to call a broom closet, I had no idea what it was. The bed wasn’t laid out normally, it stood up at an angle to such a degree that it was impossible to keep the blanket in place while asleep. There literally wasn’t enough room in the chamber to set the bed out properly—flat. 
 
    There were no showers aboard the tramp hauler, while “air-baths” cost a credit each time. Most of the passengers used strong-smelling perfume or deodorant. Most of the time, I played cards in a tight-fitting card room or watched TV entertainment in a community lounge. 
 
    There were no majority-type passengers, we were an eclectic range of people that included trade reps from Rhone, Hunge misfits looking for work on Oladahn Prime, Wind Runner circus folk, card sharks of indefinite heritage, a group that referred to themselves as “voyagers” and a few hard-eyed individuals that I heard whispered were interstellar bounty hunters. 
 
    The Cargo Hauler Beran O made a run to various inhabited worlds in the Oladahn Confederacy, including Oladahn Prime. Given the nature of interstellar trade, the captain-owner of the vessel and his makeshift crew were the sole beneficiaries of profits or losses. 
 
    The constant and steady thrum of the ship was due to the main E.C. Generator that allowed Faster-Than-Light (FTL) travel. The generator surrounded the Beran O with a green energy field that allowed the FTL velocity. There was more to the physics, of course, but I didn’t pay much attention to Calidore’s explanation. 
 
    In all, the cramped quarters aboard the hauler proved boring, smelly, tedious…and yet the ship held its own peculiar excitement. Apparently, this was the main mode of travel between planets, unless one could afford the luxury liners or to buy a ship of his own. These tramp haulers went from world to world, the crews trying to eke out a living like everyone else. I yearned to reach Oladahn Prime and its fantastic library and figure out what we had to do next so I could return home, deal with the Avanti and free Terra from crystalline stasis. 
 
    The point about describing the tramp hauler was the conclusion to my introduction to the interstellar community that thrived in the Orion Arm while poor old Terra had been in isolation for millennia. Why Terra and Terrans had been left isolated all this time not even Calidore could tell me. That was something else I planned to discover. 
 
    It was an eleven-day journey to Oladahn Prime and I’d passed five of them with increasing tedium. After the constant adventure, excitement and exercise on Aiello, the time crammed aboard ship was starting to tax my nerves. 
 
    I had a lot to learn about voyaging between stars. This was my introduction, as I’d said. And I learned several invaluable lessons the next day that would prove critical. 
 
    The TV shows were dull and even worse, an insult to my intelligence. The card games interested me because I’d always enjoyed competition. The game was stars and comets, although I did not know much concerning poker strategy and proper bankroll management. 
 
    I’d watched them play for several days and had tried my luck with limited amounts of money. After losing the money, I’d gone to my room and told Calidore to teach me everything he knew about stars and comets. 
 
    The computer knew plenty, and he taught me carefully, and then complained when I couldn’t remember everything he said. 
 
    “You’re hopeless at cards,” Calidore said. “Forget about it.” 
 
    “We need more money,” I said. 
 
    “Which is the worst reason of all to gamble,” he said. 
 
    “If you help me, it won’t be gambling.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself,” Calidore said. “Even when you do everything right, it’s a gamble. The only thing you can really do is make sure the odds are in your favor over time.” 
 
    I nodded. He’d said that twenty thousand times already. “Look,” I told him. “I purchased this earbud in the ship store. Can you give me a wireless link?” 
 
    “Oh. You want to cheat, eh?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I want your advice as I play.” 
 
    “Why not,” Calidore said. “As a mentalist, I will prove unbeatable. Perhaps you have a point after all. Besides, it will help pass the time.” 
 
    I joined one of the card games, this time with a larger amount of chips, using up everything I’d saved. Several of the players smiled at me as I sat down, telling me I was making the right decision. 
 
    “They’re the sharks,” Calidore said in my ear through the bud. 
 
    I fiddled with the computer slate as if looking at something on the screen. Really, I gave Calidore a visual so he could study the other players. He’d told me he was going to study them so he could look for “tells.” 
 
    During the next three hours, I made a modest amount, losing most of my winnings twice. 
 
    “I know you don’t like that,” Calidore said through the earbud. “But a few of the players were starting to get suspicious. Yesterday, you couldn’t play. Today, you’re playing like a pro, which is to say, you’re playing like me.” 
 
    I nodded absently, and continued to accept cards and make bets. By the end of the first session, I’d doubled my money. By the end of the second session, I’d increased it by another fifty percent. I had to play at a different table for my third session, one for high stakes. I kept at it for several hours, remaining even. Then I began to play at an even higher level. 
 
    “We’re going for the kill,” Calidore said in my earbud. “The main ship gambler is too shrewd to do it any other way. We have to strike fast and hard.” 
 
    The next hour, through play that seemed insanely reckless to me, I managed to stack a huge pile of chips. Two of the wins came through huge bluffs that I would never have done on my own. 
 
    According to Calidore, the ship’s gambler used his stake as his permanent ticket on the hauler. He no doubt gave the captain a portion of his profits. If the gambler lost his stake, or lost too much of it, he would lose his berth on the ship, and be penniless or next to penniless on whatever world the captain dropped him. 
 
    The ship gambler was a tall lanky man with a scar on his cheek. He had thin yellow hair and wore gold earrings. He also had the most suspicious-looking fingers I’d ever seen, long fingers that dealt the cards far too easily. 
 
    According to Calidore, the gambler was using another man at the table. They likely pooled their wins and losses, meaning that if either of them won a pot, they both won the pot. 
 
    I continued playing as the two tried to chip away at my huge stack of chips. Then I looked at my cards and found myself staring at a full stars and comets hand. 
 
    “This is where you slow play,” Calidore said in my ear. 
 
    Slow play turned out to be betting less when I should have bet heavy. The point was to try to sucker the others to betting when they should have been folding. 
 
    The gambler and his stooge eyed me carefully. 
 
    “Ah,” Calidore said in my ear. “The gambler is signaling his stooge.” 
 
    I wondered how the gambler did the signaling, because I hadn’t seen it. 
 
    Both men bet high. 
 
    “They’re pot committed,” Calidore said. “This is excellent. Now, push in everything. It’s time to make the kill. We’re not going to have a better opportunity than this.” 
 
    I swallowed, hesitating. 
 
    “You have stars and comets,” Calidore said. “Do it. We’re going to need large sums on Oladahn Prime.” 
 
    I sighed, looking at the other two, saying, “I’m all in,” pushing in all my chips. 
 
    Neither player folded. 
 
    We showed our cards and of course, my full stars and comets took the pot. It felt awesome scooping up the winnings and piling the chips in stacks in front of me. 
 
    I played for another hour, but only bet in a desultory manner. That was Calidore’s strategy, to let them cool off. 
 
    “Now you’re going to have to watch out for the gambler,” Calidore said. 
 
    The gambler hadn’t stopped frowning since my big victory. I had even noticed him eyeing me a few times with mayhem on his mind. 
 
    “In case you don’t realize it yet,” Calidore said, “he’s been trying to set you up for a stars-and-comets kill since your victory. Haven’t you noticed the great early cards we’ve been getting?” 
 
    I nodded, wondering why we hadn’t been playing them. 
 
    “It’s the oldest trick in the book, giving you a good hand while he gets a great one. Let’s go. We’re done playing this voyage.” 
 
    “That’s it, gentlemen,” I said, pushing away from the round table. “I need a break.” 
 
    “So soon?” the long-fingered gambler asked smoothly. 
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “We’re just getting started,” he added. 
 
    I faked a yawn, and stretched. 
 
    The gambler looked as if he wanted to frown, but he didn’t. Instead, he made a slight gesture with one of his long fingers. I caught it and didn’t need Calidore warning me about it. Nor did I turn around to see who he signaled. For that, I relied on Calidore. 
 
    “He signaled a bruiser,” the computer told me in the earbud. “Ah. The bruiser has a companion. Undoubtedly, they’re going to try to rob you. Either that or they’ll attempt to start an altercation and get you thrown into the brig. Then, they can case your room and steal the chips or credits. The problem is, they might steal me as well. Maybe we shouldn’t have won quite so much.” 
 
    I used several trays to carry my chips, easing past the other tables, and I cashed out at the desk. I glanced at the bruiser once. He was a big fellow with broad shoulders and a heavy gut, wearing a long yellow robe that almost reached the floor. He looked strong, but I was sure I was stronger. The fellow with him was a slight man with a skinny neck that had the shifty eyes of a back-stabber. 
 
    I wore long sleeves, with my knife strapped to my left forearm. The gun was in a safe in the cargo hold. 
 
    I left the card room, using one of the narrow passageways, passing the entrance to the TV lounge with a glassy-eyed throng staring up at the screen. Soon enough, I came into the larger barroom. One side had a wide-screen showing the stars. It was magnificent. 
 
    “Beer,” I said, standing at the bar. 
 
    I received a tall foaming glass and took a sip. 
 
    The bruiser and his shifty buddy entered. They didn’t look directly at me, but I could feel their scrutiny just the same. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Calidore said. “I just analyzed the drink. It’s spiked.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “The bartender drugged your drink,” Calidore said in my earbud. “He’s in on this, which means he had advance warning. I have given it a high probability that the gambler might be a relative to the captain. I hadn’t thought of that. Hmm… Maybe you should return the money. Then, we’ll hole up in your room for the rest of the voyage.” 
 
    I shook my head. That was out of the question. 
 
    “Look,” Calidore said. “If I can stand being a computer, you can stand being in your room for the next week until we land.” 
 
    I snorted, picked up my glass, made to sip, and then set it down with a thump. I felt a tightening in my gut, and I actually enjoyed that. The ship with its tight confines had been getting to me. 
 
    “Remember this,” Calidore said in my ear. “We’re all alone and must depend solely on ourselves. No one is going to bail you out if you lose. Use your head, Jason. You did back on Terra.” 
 
    That stopped me. I suppose he had a point. I’d been getting reckless. That wasn’t how a Wolf Clan warrior acted. 
 
    “Is your beer too warm?” the bartender asked me. He held a towel and gave me a concerned look. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. 
 
    “Oh…okay.” He wiped a wet spot on the bar and went elsewhere. 
 
    I waited, deciding I would use my old skills as a hunter. One of the great keys to most successful hunting was patience. 
 
    The bartender came by later, once again asking if the beer was okay. 
 
    “I’m not thirsty anymore,” I said, and I slid the tall glass of beer back to him. Then I looked up into his face, letting him know that he was screwing with the wrong man. 
 
    He blanched, stammering, and then tried to stand tall as if to show someone else he wasn’t afraid. 
 
    I could feel the bruiser and his weedy buddy behind me. I turned around, staring at them. 
 
    “He bothering you, Stead?” the bruiser asked. 
 
    “Uh…n-n-no,” the bartender stammered. 
 
    “You sure?” the weedy, shifty-eyed punk asked. 
 
    “He said ‘no,’” I told the small man. 
 
    The bruiser blinked at me, and I could see the barest tightening of his lips into a faint smile. “You starting something? Because if you are, I don’t like a bigger guy picking on a smaller person like my friend here.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” the bruiser asked. 
 
    I still said nothing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Calidore said in my ear. “Stop this before it escalates. This is wildly reckless.” 
 
    I had an epiphany, then. At cards, I had been hopelessly lost, thinking Calidore reckless. But the former mentalist had known gambling inside and out. Here, I knew the game backward and forward, but Calidore was lost. 
 
    “I think you’re insulting me by your silence,” the bruiser told me, bringing me back to the present. 
 
    I could feel eyes on me as others in the bar noticed the confrontation. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a warning,” the bruiser said, and he poked a thick index finger against my chest. 
 
    I reached up and grabbed his finger, yanking hard. He yelled in pain and lowered his head as he tried to pull away, and I kneed him in the face, causing his head to catapult backward. 
 
    Then I faced the shifty little weasel as he drew a knife from his boot. My hand caught his wrist, and I shook it hard, making him drop the knife so it clattered on the deck. 
 
    With a twist, I turned him, breaking his arm behind his back. I felt movement behind me, and shifted my head just in time. The bartender’s sap swished by. 
 
    “Stop,” a woman said. 
 
    I turned around, slapped the sap out of the bartender’s hand, grabbed his garment and yanked him over the bar toward me. 
 
    “I said stop,” a feminine voice said. She jabbed the cold barrel of a pistol into my back. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” Calidore said in my earbud. 
 
    “Turn around slowly,” the woman said. 
 
    I did, and my eyes must have widened in astonishment. Before me was a gorgeous redhead wearing heels, with eyes shining in admiration. 
 
    “Schaine?” I said, shocked. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    “I’m chief of ship security,” she said. “And you’re…” The hint of a smile appeared. “You’re a tough one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I can whip anyone aboard the ship one-on-one,” I said. “I can probably whip any two men here, for that matter.” 
 
    She nodded, and her obvious admiration grew. “I believe you. I like a man who can handle himself the way you do.” 
 
    The bruiser groaned from on the floor. 
 
    Schaine removed the gun from my back and kicked him in the side. “Wake up, Eban, and then go clean yourself up and move out of your quarters.” 
 
    Eban looked up, startled, with a bloody nose. 
 
    “You’re fired,” Schaine told him. 
 
    “What? You can’t just—” 
 
    He would have said more, but Schaine kicked him again, in the gut this time. “I told you you’re fired. You want me to kill you, too?” 
 
    Eban didn’t answer. 
 
    “Take your punk with you,” Schaine said. “Now,” she said to me. “What was your name?” 
 
    “Jason Bain,” I said. 
 
    Eban got up with a hangdog look. For a second, though, it seemed he would say something as his courage and outrage bubbled. He wouldn’t look at me, even though he tried. His shoulders sagged, and he took the whimpering punk with the broken arm. The two of them exited the bar. 
 
    “He didn’t even try to fight for his position,” Schaine said with contempt, looking as if she wanted to spit on the floor. She turned back to me. “Jason, how about you buy me a drink? Then we can talk about you hiring on as ship’s muscle. I like a man who can handle anyone. What you just did in here—I’ve never seen anything like it, and I liked it,” she purred, running a finger down my chest. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Why don’t we go sit over there,” I said, indicating a table near the wide-screen of the stars. 
 
    And that’s how I re-met Schaine and earned passage aboard the Beran O as its resident muscle, among other things, to while away the hours as the cargo hauler headed for Oladahn Prime and its vaunted library of galactic lore. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed The Imprisoned Earth. If you liked the book and would like to see more of Jason Bain and Doctor Calidore, please support it by putting up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
 
      
 
    —Vaughn Heppner 
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