TIME DESERTERS

Until he had met Hunter, Lucas had not been aware of the existence of atempora underground, a
network of desertersfrom the Tempora Corps. Most of them had chosen to defect to the time periodsin
which they had deserted, but afew, like Hunter, possessed stolen chronoplates whose tracer functions
had been bypassed. These people had achieved the ultimate freedom. All of timewas at their beck and
cal.

Lucas wondered how many peoplein the past were actudly from the future. It was frightening to
redlize how fragile the time-stream had become!
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PROLOGUE.

Garvin'slifewaslesking out of him in adozen different places. He didn't think that it was possibleto
lose so much blood and il be dive. He knew that he had only moments left to live, probably less.

L odged beside anerve behind his right ear was amicro-circuit that, when activated, sent out a coded
sgnd to the agency. They would find him by homing in on hisimplant sgna, but they wouldn't beintime.
Hewould be dead in moments, at which point another sgna would be sent. It would be the termination
sgnd and it would let them know that agent Richard Garvin, code name: Ferret, had bought the farm.

He had made amess of it. Garvin had no idea how they had caught on to him. Hewould never learn
how his cover had been blown, but that was of ho consequence. He didn't matter anymore. What
mattered was that they hadn't finished the job.

They had left him for dead, but he wasn't dead yet. He had to hang on just alittle while longer, just
long enough to transmit hisinformation. If he could do that, then it wouldn't bein vain. He would have
died for something, something that mattered. And he'd be able to get back at them, even from the grave.

Heno longer felt any pain. All hefelt was adegp and numb-ing cold. His breath camein burbling
gasps and he was shivering, even though it was awarm spring day. Springtime in Paris, he thought. A
lovely timeto die. He chuckled and started coughing up blood.

He reached behind hisleft ear, only to discover that that sde of hisface was nothing but raw mest.
So much for the transmitter. The subcutaneous implants were very fragile. They had known just whereto
cut. They hadn't bothered with his cerebra implant. They knew hisfellow agents would never get to him
intime. And time was running out. He had to let them know, he had to leave amessage.

He dragged himself dowly acrossthefloor, leaving awidetrail of blood behind him. With each
movement, more of hisintestines tumbled out onto the floor. He didn't bother trying to push them back in.
What was the point? It didn't matter. He was a dead man. Nothing mattered except what he had learned.

After what seemed like an eternity, he had dragged himsdlf over to lean againgt the chaky whitewall
of the tiny apart-ment on the Rue de Seine. Time. If only there would be enough time.... Hisvison was
blurred. Hefelt very dizzy.

He had never thought that it would be like this. He had aways known that he could die and that his
death could be unpleasant. It was something every agent knew and lived with. But he had never thought
that the end would be so damned un-dignified. They would find him vivisected in a puddle on thefloor,
his entrailstorn out as though he had been the victim of an augury. Read my entrails, tell the future. Or, in
this case, the past.



He dipped hisfinger in hisown blood. Therewas aplentiful supply. Please, God, he thought, just let
melivealittlelonger. Just long enough to write my epitaph.

He closed his eyes and took adeep, shuddering bregth. It brought on another coughing spasm.
Fighting the encroaching blackness, Garvin used every ounce of will and strength that he could muster to
keep hisfinger from shaking. He began to write hislast wordsin his own blood.

Time. Inthelast andyds, it dways came down to time. And Garvin'stime had run out. They found
him dumped againgt thewall, his eyeswide open in an unseeing sare.

Outsde, it was morning and the birds were singing songs of spring.

1

What goes around, comes around, thought Lucas Priest. Life was turning into a series of repetitive
experiences. Floating on acushion of air, the ground shuttle threaded its way across the plaza that formed
the center of the giant atrium that was the Departure Station at Pendleton Base. Lucas bummed asmoke
from the driver. He rubbed the cigarette againgt the side of the pack, igniting it, then breathed in adeep
lungful of smoke and leaned back againgt the padded seat. The administration buildings towered
overhead, surrounding the plazaon al sides. Skycabs and cargo ferriesfilled the air above him asthey
followed the traffic patterns, barely avoiding the numer-ous pedestrian cross ways that connected the
buildings

They passed groups of soldiers who snapped to attention and saluted as the shuttle went by. Lucas
wasfairly certain that it wasn't he they were saluting, as much asthe staff shut-tle. He saw men and
women dressed in the slver uniforms of Belt Commandos gethered before banks of vending machines.
They were loading up on snacks, cigarettes, and coffee. Sol-diers of JE.B. Stuart's Confederate cavary
conversed in animated tones with Persian Immortals about to clock out to fight under the command of
Xerxes. Knightsin the armor of Crusaders sat cross-legged on the floor by their equipment, a position
that would have been impossible for them had not their armor been constructed out of flexible nysted, an
advantage the real Crusaders never had. He saw Spartansin bronze chest armor and red cloaks playing
cards with the black-garbed members of a German Panzer unit. A mixed group of British redcoats,
World War | doughboys, and Japa-nese samurai compared war stories as they passed a bottle back and
forth and listened to the computer-generated voice announcing departure codes and grid designations
over the public address system. One Departure Station looked much like any other and the ride across
the plazareminded Lucas of Quantico, whereit al began.

Things had been different then. He hadn't known what to expect. He had quit hisjob a Westerly
Antiagathicsto enlist in the Tempora Corps because he had been bored. He had falen for the recruiter's
pitch and he had joined up with grand visons of adventure and romance filling him with ddlightful
anticipation. That first day, that first Sght of a Tempora Departure Station, had been much like this. The
only dif-ference wasthat now his heart wasn't pumping at what seemed like twice the normd rate and his
breeth didn't catch at the sight of soldiers dressed in period, waiting to clock out to their assgnments. It
was afamiliar sght now. He had been here before.

He remembered, with a sense of wry amusement, that the fascination with his new career had been
incredibly short--lived. It had worn off on hisvery first misson, when he had learned for thefirst timein
hislifewhat it meant to be afraid.

He had learned the hard way that the past was nowhere near being as glamorous and romantic as he
had supposed. He had gone on forced marches with Scipio's Roman legions. He had gone on mounted
radswith Attilaand hisHuns and he had flown aerid sortieswith the"flying circus’ of Baron Manfred
von Richthofen. He had seen squalor, disease, death, and devastation. He had learned that life in the
Tempora Corpswasfar more violent and primitive than he could ever have imagined. Far more
ephemerd, too. He had lived for only one thing then—to besat the odds and to survive, to com-plete his
tour of duty and get out. He had, but aong the way, something insde of him had changed.

He had returned to civilian life, to alaboratory job where he worked in pleasant, sterile, safe



surroundings. Nothing had changed. At least, it had seemed o at first. On the surface, it felt asthough he
had never |eft, asthough his experiencesin the service had been apart of some particularly vivid dream.
Y e, it was adream that wouldn't quite let go. Like the dis-orientating traces of anightmare that linger on
into the morn-ing, the memories of bygone battles clung to him, leaving their mark. It had not taken him
long to discover ahard truth about the soldiers of the time wars. They leave pieces of themselves
scattered throughout al of time. They can't go home again.

He had falen victim to the restlessness, the boredom, the fedling out of place. He had continued
fighting deep inside, even though the battles had been left behind. He had become adog of war, unsuited
to alife of domedticity.

Hefet uncomfortable with the way civilians reacted when they learned that he was a veteran of the
timewars. They wanted to know what it was like, but somehow, he couldn't tell them. He would try, but
the answers he gave were never those which they expected. What he tried to tell them, they didn't redly
want to hear. He was not asoldier anymore, but they weredill civilians.

The decision to re-enlist had not been an easy one to make. It had been like standing on avery high
diving board over apool filled with ice cold water. It was difficult to summon up the courageto divein,
but once he had committed himsdlf, dl the tenson smply went away. Things had comefull circle, only
now it fdt alittle different.

It dl fdt pleasingly familiar. He had dways thought that he hated army life and it came as something
of ashock to him when he discovered just how comfortableit felt to be back in.

He had re-enlisted with the rank of captain. The promotion had come asaresult of hislast
assgnment, an historical ad-justment in 12th-century England. When it was al over, he had vowed that
he would never go through anything like that again.

An adjustment was nothing like a standard mission. It wasn't like being infiltrated into the ranks of
soldiers of the pagt, fighting side by side with them to help determine the out-come of awar being fought
on paper in the 27th century. In an adjustment, temporal continuity had been disturbed. What Dr.
Albrecht Mensinger had referred to asa"rippl€" had been set into motion and there was athresat of
serioustem-pora contamination. The timeflow was endangered and the timestream could be split. That,
the greatest of al possible tempora disasters, had to be prevented at al codts.

The timestream split, Mensinger's solution to the grand-father paradox, had been the focus of the
Tempora SALT taks of 2515, when the treaty that governed the fighting of the time wars had been
hammered out and al power given to the extranationa Referee Corps, who acted as the managers and
find arbitersof al tempora conflicts.

The past was absolute. It had happened, it had been ex-perienced, it could not be changed. Prior to
thetreaty, it had been believed that the inertia of the timeflow would prevent al but the most limited and
inggnificant tempord disruptions. Dr. Mensinger had proved otherwise, using the grandfather paradox for
hismodd.

Theriddle posed the question of what would happen if aman wereto travel back into the pagt, to a
point in time before his grandfather procrested a son. If that time traveler then killed his own grandfather,
then hisfather would not be born, which meant that he would not be born. Hence, the grand-father
paradox. If the time traveler had never been born, then how could he have traveled back through timeto
kill hisgrandfather?

Mensinger had shown how the inertiaof the timeflow would compensate for such aparadox. At the
ingtant of the grand-father's demise, the timestream would be split, creating two timeines running pardle
to one another. In onetimeline, the absolute past of the time traveler would be preserved. In the other,
his action would be taken into account. Since there had to be an absolute past for the time traveler in
which he had not yet interfered with the continuity of time, hewould find himself in that second timeline,
which he had created by hisaction.

The split would result in auniversal duplication of matter. Everything that had existed in the past, prior
to the split, would now exist in that second timeline, aswell. Eventsin that timeline would proceed,
affected by the action taken by the time traveler. Mensinger had stated that it might be possible to ded
with agplit timestream by sending someone back into the past to apoint in time prior to the split. Then,



theoreticdly, thetime traveler could be prevented from murdering his grandfather. However, in the event
of such agplit, the split would have had to have occurred before it could be prevented from occurring.
Anyone going back in time to prevent the time traveler from murdering his grandfather could be coming
from afuture in which that grandfather had aready been murdered by his grandson.

Mensinger had discovered, to his chagrin, that split time-lineswould eventudly rgjoin. If thetimeines
had already rejoined at the point that those going back into the past to pre-vent the murder of the
grandfather departed, then their actionsin preventing the split would not, in fact, be preven-tative. Rather,
they would bein the nature of changing some-thing which had dready occurred before it occurred. This
raised the possibility of yet another split. If not, then it meant the eradication of an entiretimeline, which
raised equaly frightening possibilities. It would mean the genocide of every-onewho existed in that
timeline created by the murder of the grandfather. Not only would this be mass murder on an
un-imaginable scae, it would also mean dire consequences for the future, the events of which could have
been dictated by actions taken in that second timeline.

Mensinger had been awarded the coveted Benford Prizefor hisresearch, but he had frightened
himsdlf so badly that he had discontinued his experiments. He had caled for an imme-diate cessation of
tempord warfare and for the strictest moni-toring of timetravel. He claimed that the dubious advantages
of waging war within the conflicts of the past in order to spare the present from the grim redlities of
warfare were far out-weighed by the dangers inherent in the system. No one had dis-agreed with him, yet
the time wars continued. In order for tempora warfare to become athing of the past, someone would
haveto stop it first. And not one nation had been will-ing to refrain from time travel out of fear that other
nations would continue the practice, usng time as awegpon againg them.

The adjustment to which Lucas Priest had been assigned had represented the closest potentia for a
timestream split in the history of the time wars. The mission had been successfully completed and the
continuity of time had been preserved, but it had cost thelives of half of Priest's unit. Only Lucas Priest
and Finn Delaney had returned dive, and not even they would have survived had it not been for the
intervention of a Tem-pora Corps deserter by the name of Reese Hunter.

L ucas had often thought about Reese Hunter since then. Until he had met Hunter, he had not been
aware of the ex-istence of atempora underground, aloosdly organized net-work of desertersfrom the
Tempora Corps. These were men and women whose cerebral implants had either been damaged or
removed, so that they could not be traced. Most of them had chosen to defect to the time periodsin
which they had deserted, but afew, like Hunter, possessed stolen chrono-plates whose tracer functions
had been bypassed. These people had achieved the ultimate in freedom. All of time was at their beck and
cdl.

There was but one limitation placed upon the existence of the members of the underground. A split or
even aminor disruption in the timeflow could affect their very existence, so in that respect, even though
they were deserters, they were till bound by the General Ordersthat defined what actions asoldier of
the Tempora Corps could takein Minus Time.

L ucas often wondered how many peoplein the past were ac-tualy people from the future. It was
frightening to redize just how dedlicate and fragile the timestream had become. If the or-dinary citizen had
any idea how precarious the balance was and how easily it could be tipped, he would become araving
paranoid. It was within this system that L ucas had to func-tion. It wasto this system that he had returned,
by choice.

It made him wonder about his own stability. It also made him wonder if there had redly been a
choicefor himat dl.

They had, predictably, assgned him to the Time Com-mandos as aresult of that last mission. His
commission wasin Mgor Forrester's First Division, an dlite unit assembled for the express purpose of
deding with threatsto tempora con-tinuity. Being an officer in the First Divison entitled him to certain
perks, such asfreetrangportation anywherein Plus Time and luxurious billeting in the bachelor officer's
quartersat TAC-HQ. But hand in hand with specid privileges went specid risks. Though hewasina
higher pay scale now, the odds of hisnot living to collect his pay had gone up corres-pondingly. Standard
missions had scared him haf to death before and now his assgnmentswould dmost certainly dl be



adjustments. It was afar more letha proposition now.

"So how come I'm not shaking like aleaf?' Lucas mum-bled.

"Sir?' Thedriver turned around briefly.

"Nothing, Corpord. Just thinking out loud.” Lucas fin-ished his cigarette and threw the butt away.
Leaning back againg the seat again, he sghed and closed hiseyes. Oh, well, he thought, at least | won't
be bored.

The shuttle dropped him off in front of the headquarters building of the Temporal Army Command.
Asherodethelift tube up to TAC-HQ, he watched the bustle of activity in the plazafar below. He
carried no luggage, nothing in the way of personal possessions. The few materia possessions he had
ac-cumulated during his brief return to civilian life had al been | eft behind in his conapt, abequest to
some future tenant. From now on, hislife would once again consist of necessities picked up inthe PX,
issued fidd kits, and following orders. Paradoxicaly, he felt marveloudy free.

It felt strange to be saluted in the corridors. Asanoncom, Lucas had never indgsted on military
protocol, or as most soldierscalled it, "mickey mouse.” It was an age-old expres-son and no one
seemed to know where it had come from. Lucas had once queried the data banks on it, only to discover
that the information was classfied.

The Firg Divison loungewas asmall bar and it was dmost empty, so Lucas spotted Delaney at
once. Hewas gitting dl done at atable by awindow, hunched over hisdrink. He had lost some weight
and the thick red hair had been shaved, but as L ucas approached the table, he saw that at least one thing
hadn't changed. Delaney till could not hold onto a promo-tion.

"Well, that commission didn't last long, did it?" Lucas said, eying Finn's armband, emblazoned with
the single chev-ron of aPfc.

"Priest! Good God!"

Lucasgrinned. "That's Captain Priest to you, Migter."

Delaney got to hisfeet and they shook hands warmly, then hugged, clapping each other on the back.
Finn hed him at arm'slength, his beefy hands squeezing Lucass biceps.

"You look good, kid," he said. "But | thought you'd mus-tered out.”

"l did. | re-enlisted.”

"Whatever hgppened to that burning desire for the easy civilian life?" said Finn.

Lucas shrugged. "It burned out, | guess.”

Finn chuckled. "I might've known you'd screw up on the outside.”

"Atleadt I've managed to hang onto my bars," said Lucas, glancing a the silver inggniaon his
armband. "Y ou seem to have misplaced yours.™

"Hell, you may be an officer now," said Finn, "but you'll dwaysbeagrunt a heart. That'show itis
when you come up the hard way. I'm damned glad to see you, Lucas. Welcome back.”

"I'm glad to see you, too, Finn. What're you drinking?"

"What els=?'

"Irish whiskey? Good, I'm buying. | see you've aready got a sizable head start. Look, I'm not dueto
report in until 0600. If you've got nothing better to do than St and drink, what say we have afew and
then go out on thetown?'

Finn grimaced. "I'd loveto, kid, but | can't. I'm under house arrest.”

"What? What for?'

"Striking asuperior officer,” said Finn.

"Again? How many times does that make, four?"

"Six," sad Finn, wryly. "Theref made apoint of remind-ing me."

"They brought you up before arefereefor that!" said Lucas. "Whao'd you hit, agenerd?'

"A light colond," said Finn.

"I'm dmost afraid to ask, but why?'

"Because he was a pompous military asshole, that'swhy," said Finn. "1 had my blouse unbuttoned in
the officer's club. And thisrunt of an administration desk jockey starts chewing me out about it. | told him
to fuck off, so he sticks his face about two inches from my nose and starts screaming, spraying mewith



spit. So | just popped him one.”

"And they dragged you up before areferee?!

"Well, no. Not exactly. That happened after the fracaswith the M.P.s."

"What fracas?'

"Oh, you know, the standard bullshit. Resisting arrest, direct disobedience to aspecific order, striking
officersin the performance of their duty, damaging government property, and afew other thingsthat they
tacked on that | can't remem-ber."

"Oh"

"Y eah. So I'm confined to quarters until further notice. The old man's been nice enough to give me
some dack there, which iswhy I'm here, but | can't so much as go near the lift tubes. I've been cooling
my hedlsfor the better part of aweek, waiting for the review board to meet. Been spending most of my
timeright here in the lounge, trying to drink up my back pay. It'skind of funny, actualy. Remember the
old days, when we scarcely had amoment to oursalves between assign-ments? Now that werre herein
this'dite unit, it's nothing but hurry up and wait."

"You said theref put you down for areview board,” Lucas said. "What wastheref's
recommendation?’

Finn grunted. "She was ared hard-assed bitch. Read metheriot act about al the 'previous
irregularities in my record. | think her exact words were, 'Perhaps you'd be better off in anontempora
unit. Someplace where your flamboyant tenden-cies won't be quite so much of adisruptive influence.’

Y ou know what that means, don't you?"

"The Bdt Command?'

"I'll lay you eight to one," said Finn. "If | could get my hands on aplate, so help me, I'd skip out to
the under-ground.”

"Not so loud, friend," Lucas said. " Somebody might hear you.”

"Who givesashit? | don't see how | could possibly be in any deeper than | am now."

"You can always get yoursdf in deeper,” Lucas said. "It's the getting out that's not so easy. Maybe
something can be done.”

"Likewhat?'



"l don't know. Bt at least they haven't reassigned you yet."

Finn scratched hishead. "Héll. | had to go and hit that asshole. They've probably fixed hisjaw by
now and he's back pushing papers, while'm going to get stuck out in the Asteroid Belt, keeping those
crazy minersfrom killing each other. Y ou know, | might've expected just about anything, but somehow |
never thought I'd wind up as a policeman.”

Helooked out through the giant window that was the out-sde wall of the First Divison lounge. It
was dark outside and all the buildings werelit up, bathing the plazafar below in agarish glow. The
skycabs threading through the maze of build-ings made the night a sea of red and amber running lights.
Thewindow shut out al the noise, rendering the scene outside into asilent ballet of light and stedl.

"Doen't look real somehow, doesit?' Finn said as he con-tinued gazing out the window. "1 redlly
hate it here, you know that?1 was born into thistime and yet | don't belong to it.”

Lucassmiled. Y ourearomantic, Finn."

Finn snorted. "I'm asoldier, kid, that'sal."

"Look, nothing's settled yet, right? The board gtill makesthefina disposition.”

"When'sthe last time you heard of areview board going againgt aref's recommendation?’ Finn said.

"Therédsdwaysafirg time”

"Dont hold your breath.”

"Wadll, if they send you out to the Belt, I'll go dong and keep you company. | can put infor a
trandfer.”

"Don't be an ass”

"Why not? How bad can it be? The duty's less hazardous and it would sure begt hell out of the lab
job I left behind to re-enlist. Besides, we go back along way together. All the way to 1194, to be exact.”

Finn smiled, recalling the adjustment in 12th-century En-gland. He nodded. "Y eah, that was ahdll of
amission, wasnt it? We dmost didn't make it back."

"Wedid makeit back, though,” Lucas said. "And we werein aworse fix than you'rein now."

"Maybe. Hooker never made it back, though. And Johnson bought it, too." He tossed back his
whiskey. "Hdll, | must be getting old. I'm turning into amaudlin drunk.”

L ucas pushed back his chair and stood up. Finn glanced at him, then turned to see Mgor Forrester
approaching their table. He wasn't required to stand to attention in the presence of a superior officer in
the lounge, but he made a determined effort, anyway. He was dightly more than halfway out of his chair
when Forrester said, "At ease, gentlemen. Asyou were."

Lucas sat back down.

"Sorry, dr," said Finn. "'l gave it my best shot, but | can't seem to fed my legstoo good.”

"I've got haf amind to cut 'em off for you, Delaney," For-rester said.

The old man hadn't changed. Antiagathic drugs made it dif-ficult to accurately guess a person's age,
but Forrester looked as old as Methusdalah. Even hiswrinkles had wrinkles. Y et For-rester stood ramrod
straight and he was in better shape than most men under his command who were one-sixth hisage. He
had been ther training officer in thefield and Lucas knew only too wdl just how "old" the old man redlly
was. He glanced at Lucas.

"Youjust getin, Priest?'

"Only judt, dr. | was going to report to you in the morn-ing.”

Forrester nodded. "1 knew you'd be back. There's nothing on the outside for a soldier.” He sat down
and ordered adrink. Both Finn and Lucas were glad that they had aready started on their Irish whiskey.
It meant that they had an excuse not to join the old man in hisfavorite libation. For some un-fathomable
reason, Forrester had picked up ataste for Red Eye. Of al the swill that he had downed during his
tempord travels, Lucas hated that old west rotgut the most. Those oldtime gunfighters either had iron
condtitutions or a death-wish. The stuff could make aman go blind.

"l hope you haven't gone soft on me, Priest," said For-rester. | just got a hot one dumped into my
lap and | need to put ateam together in ahurry, so | hope you haven't lost your edge.”

"I'mready, Sr," said Lucas. "But what about Delaney? He's filled mein on the Stuation and if you
don't mind my saying S0, sending someone with his experience to the Belt would be awaste.”



"Thanks, kid," said Delaney, "but you don't haveto—"

"I agreewith you," said Forrester. Finn's eyes widened in surprise. "He's insubordinate, but he'sahell
of agood soldier.”

"Thank you, sir,” said Finn, taken aback by the compli-ment.

"Don't thank me, Migter. I'm just stating asimplefact. Y ou're agood man in thefield, but when
you're between assignments, you've got the emotional stability of aten-year-old. I'm dl too well
acquainted with your record. Well, you're under my command now and I'll only tolerate so much beforel
lose my temper. Y ou've got ayardbird's temperament, Delaney, and if you get back from thismission, I'll
best it out of you if | haveto."

Finn stared a him." Y ou mean—"

"l mean you've got atemporary reprieve," said Forrester. Y ou two have pulled off tough onesin the
past. | don't like to break up agood team. Y ou'll ill haveto get past that review board, assuming you'll
make it back, but I've been talking to the officers who will be Sitting on that board and 1've been given to
understand that if you do well on thisone, they'll take that fact into consideration. So it's up to you to pull
your own fat out of thefire. But if you screw up on me again, I'll personally drag your assdown to aplate
and clock you out to the Paleolithic Age. Y ou should fit right in. Y ou'll be able to brawl to heart's content
with dl the other Neander-thals.”

"Y ou've made your point, Sr," said Delaney. "And thanks."

"Just get the job done, Delaney. That'll be thanks enough for me.”

"Any ideawhat itis, Sr?' Lucassad.

"None whatsoever," Forrester said. "But thisone's got full priority. | can't say thet | likethe
arrangements, though. Y ou'll beloaned out to the agency for thisone.”

"The TIA?' said Lucas. "That'sabit unusud, isnt it, Sr? They don't normaly use outsiders.”

"No, they don't," said Forrester. "That'swhy | know that it'sahot one. If Tempora Intelligence
figuresthey need help, it'sgot to be abad one.”

"I'm not crazy about working under some spook,” said Finn. "Those guys are abunch of psychos, if
you ask me."

"l didn't ask you," said Forrester. "And for your informattion, you've got those psychos to thank for
saving your bacon. They specifically requested the team that pulled off the 1194 adjustment. Or what's
left of it, anyway. And that's you two."

"I suppose we should be flattered,” Finn said. Heraised his glass and toasted L ucas. ""Welcome back
to active duty, kid. Looks like you've got perfect timing.”

"Whilewere on that subject,” Forrester said, "I wouldn't make it alate oneif | wereyou. The
mission briefing isat 0700, so get somerest. You're clocking out tomorrow." He pushed his chair back
and stood up. "Enjoy your drinks, gentlemen.”

Lucas grimaced. "Hey, Finn," he said, "what was that you said about *hurry up and wait'?"

Delaney poured himsdlf another shot. "I don't know," he said. "What was it you said about "Y ou can
aways get in deeper'?”

Lucastilted hisglasstoward Finn. "Cheers."

Finn raised hisown glass. "Confuson to the French.”



2

The briefing took place in a secured area on the sixty-second level of the TAC-HQ building.
Normdly, thiswas afloor oc-cupied by the administrative personnd working directly under theloca
office of the Referee Corps, but this morning they had al been assigned to other office space, on other
floors. There was no one alowed on the sixty-second level who had not been cleared and checked
through by the TIA. They had taken over the floor the previous night and even while Finn and Lucas sat
drinking in the lounge, agents had been securing the ares, failsafing it againg surveillance.

Finn and Lucas walked together down the empty corridor, having been checked through by the
agents a thelift tube.

"These people give methe cregps,” said Finn.

"You might aswell get used toit,”" said Lucas. "Thisisgoing to be ther balgame."

"Oh, I'll get used to it,” said Finn, "but | won't likeit."

They cameto the briefing room and were checked through again, their papers verified and their
retinal patterns scanned for positive identification.

"Bunch of paranoid assholes" mumbled Finn.

Forrester was waiting for them in the briefing room, dong with areferee, one other man, and a
woman seated at a desk terminal.

"Gentlemen, please be seated,” said the referee. He waited until they had taken chairs and until one of
the agents outside brought them coffee.

"That wasthoughtful," said Lucas.

"I'll wait until you tegteit firet," said Finn.

"All right," said the referee. "L et'sbegin, shdl we?'

"Sir?' sad Lucas.

"Captain?'

"Aren't we missing some people? Like, the rest of the team?”

"No, Captain, we're not.”

"Y ou mean, wereit?'

"Not exactly, Captain. | don't know how much Mgor For-rester told you, but thisisaTIA affair.

Y ou'll be on loan to the agency for the duration. We have an adjustment on our hands, or a potentia one,
at any rate. It'saunique Stuation, one in which the functions of the TIA and those of the corps overlap.
Frankly, they're more qualified to handle this one, but as the case could develop into an adjustment,
they've re-quested commandos to supplement their effort. Y our role in thismission will be defined asyou
go aong, but it will be defined by the agency. Therefore, | am turning this briefing over to Mr. Darrow, of
the TIA."

The ref turned to the agency man and nodded. Darrow was adender man whose hair was graying.
He was dressed in anondescript clingsuit. He was of average height and average weight. A man who
would not stand out in acrowd.

"I'll 'bet it'snot even hisred name," said Finn, softly.

"No, itisnt," said the man caled Darrow. He stretched hislipsinto amirthlesssmile. "I have excellent
hearing, Mr. Delaney. And there's nothing wrong with your coffee, by theway. Y ou can drink it safely. If
you have any other pertinent comments, I'd like to hear them now, so we may proceed.”

Finn cleared histhroat uneasily and shook his head. Lucas grinned.

"Very wel, then," Darrow sad. "Are you gentlemen familiar with agroup cdling itsdf the
Timekeegpers?'

"Terrorist organization," said Lucas.

"Correct, Captain. Specifically, they are the terrorist fac-tion of the Tempora Preservation League.”

"Mensinger'sgroup?' Finn frowned. "I had no ideathey werein any way connected.”

"Supposedly, they're not," said Darrow. "The league has formally disassociated itsdf from the



Timekeepers, con-demning their actions and branding them fanatics. A case of the pot calling the kettle
black, but bethat asit may. We bdieve that the leagueis fill funneling funds and providing other means
of support to the Timekeepers.”

"l can't seethat asbeing consstent with Mensinger'saims,” said Finn.

"Yes, wdl, hesdead, isnt he?' said Darrow. "And pol-itics, especially the palitics of fanaticiam,
makes for strange bedfellows. But not so strange, perhaps. The league functions openly, lobbying and
agitating, dl perfectly legal and above-board. The Timekeepers prefer arather more extreme means of
persuasion, but their goas are till the same. Cessation of tempora warfare and the cessation of time
travel. That last isa somewhat more extreme position than the late Dr. Men-singer's, but it's still roughly
congstent with hisideas, wouldn't you say, Mr. Delaney? Y ou're the expert.”

"All right, so you know | studied Mensinger'sresearch,” said Finn. ™Y ou probably aso know when |
spoke out of turn asakid and when | wiped my assfor thefirst time. Mensinger was dill far from a
fanatic. Get to the point.”

"Delaney, shut your mouth!" said Forrester.

"That's quite dl right, Mgor," Darrow said. "I'm well aware of thefact that Private Delaney hasa
rather low opinion of the agency. That's of no consequence, unlessit wereto interfere with his
performance on thismisson.”

"It wont," said Finn.

"Yes, | know," said Darrow, giving him hismirthless smile. ™Y our record is particularly impressive.
I'm not especidly in-terested in your disciplinary problems. Some of our finest operatives have spent time
in military prisons, asingular dis-tinction which you have been spared. So far. But you wanted meto get
to the point.

"We had succeeded in infiltrating the league some years ago. However, it wasn't until recently that we
were ableto infiltrate the Timekeepers. They've been escdating their terrorist campaigns lately and we
had afeding that they were building up to something big. In point of fact, we underestimated them.

"They're more clever than we thought. They managed to penetrate our agent's cover and iminate
him. However, he managed to leave behind amessage. He didn't live long enough to completeiit,
unfortunately. Pity. Asaresult, we don't know the full extent of their plans. What we do know doesn't
make us very happy.

"Our agent had reported earlier that the Timekeepers had made contact with someone in the
underground. One of your old people gone bad. Thelogica assumption wasthat, Since they madethis
contact in Plus Time, this deserter was obvioudy one of those having accessto astolen chronoplate.” He
glanced at the referee briefly. "1t's bothersome to us how those things have a habit of walking away from
timeto time. At any rate, we assumed that the connection had been madein order to dlow them to
escape to Minus Time to avoid detection following their terrorist acts, but they evidently have something
much more ambitiousin mind.

"Terrorists are not the most logica of people. They seetheir god as being to tear down an
established system and they often don't think much past that point. To date, their activities have been
limited to the more traditional methods. Bombing, kidnapping, nation, etc. They're especidly fond
of taking hostagesto use asleverage for their demands. Well, thistime, they've outdone themselves.
They'vetakentimeitsdf hostage.

"They now have a chronoplate in their possession and they're using it to blackmail the Referee Corps.
Their demands are that the gpparatus for fighting the time wars be dismantled, that the Referee and
Observer Corps be disbanded, along with our agency, and that time travel cease. Otherwise, they will
cregte atimestiream split.”

"They're bluffing,” said Delaney. "The threat of atime-stream plit isthe sole reason why the league
cameinto being. What you're saying isthat they're threatening to create the very thing that their wholeaim
isto prevent!"

"Mr. Delaney, if there's one thing that we've learned in our effortsto break the Timekeepers, it'sthat
they never bluff. | told you, they're fanatics. Fanatics are not rationa human beings. They have no reason
to bluff; they're holding ahell of ahand. Look at your history. There have been terrorist organizationsin



the past who have had peace astheir goal, and yet they didn't hesitate to use violence in its pursuit. There
isno logicto terrorism, there's only the very unpleasant redity of its existence.”

"Jesus, it'sjust likethe last time," Finn said. "It's going to be hell trying to stop someonewith a
chronoplate.”

"Not necessarily,” said Darrow. "Remember, they don't know that our agent had achanceto
communicate their plansto us. They will be proceeding on the assumption that we won't know where
they'll bein time nor what they'll try to do to effect the split in the event we refuse to meet their demands.
And, obvioudy, meeting their demandsis unthinkable. Well, we don't know exactly what they're going to
do or how they'll do it, but we do know where they'll be. And unless something occurs to change their
plans at the last minute, we've got a chance to stop them.

"We know that they have selected astheir operating time the month of April in the year 1625. We
know that they'll be operating out of Paris, France. And we know that was a particularly volatiletime
period. Can we have abrief readout on that, please?'

The woman seated at the desk terminal began to speak in amonotone.

"France in the period 1610 to 1643, reign of King Louis XI11, regency of his mother, Marie de
Medici, 1573 to 1642. The king was declared of agein the year 1614, the year of the Summons of the
States-Generd. The queen mother was banished to Bloisin the year 1617, with the king under the
influence of the Duke of Luynes. 1619, Armand Jean du Plessis, Cardina-Duke of Richdieu, mediated a
treaty between the queen mother and the Duke of Luynes. Civil war. Marie de Medici and Richélieuin
control following death of Luynesin 1621. 1624 to 1642, adminigtration of Cardind Richelieu, who
became the man behind the throne in France. 1625, the Huguenot Revolt under the Dukes of Rohan and
Soubise. Sege of LaRochdlein 1627 to 1628. England dispatched three fleetsto the aid of the
Huguenots, but the city surrendered on October 28, 1628 after a fourteen-month-long resistance. War in
Italy with Spain, Richelieu in command of army. Treaty of Cherasco in 1631, beginning of French
participation in the Thirty Y ears War. Foundation of the Academie Frangaise in—"

"Thank you," Darrow said, "that will do. Asyou can see, gentlemen, it was aviolent time, full of
intrigues, conspiracies, wars, and aliances. They couldn't have picked abetter milieu within which to
function. Nor, we believe, could they have picked amore difficult time period in which to effect an
adjustment, if it cameto that."

"So you believe thelr target to be Richdieu?' said Lucas.

"We don't know for certain, Captain. Our agent died before he could complete his message. But
we're assuming that Cardind Richdieu will beinvolved, elther directly or indirectly. He was without a
doubt the most influential man in France a the time and hesapivota character in history. However, our
research department has brought out yet another factor which we find extremely significant.

"Themonth of April in 1625 was when ayoung man named D'Artagnan arrived in Paris.”

Thelast time she had been in France had been dmost five hundred years earlier. Her name had not
been Andre dela Croix then. It was not her real name, but her real name no longer mattered to her. That
had been another time, another life.

She had not belonged in 12th-century England any more than she belonged in 17th-century France.
She had been born in the western Pyrenees, Basque country, but she often felt that she did not belong in
any timeor placeat dl. Thefeding of being different, of not fitting in, went back amost asfar asshe
could remember.

It had started when her parents died, leaving her to take care of her little brother. She had been just a
child hersdlf. It had not taken her very long at dl to find out just how vulnerable ayoung girl could be, so
she had learned to act the part of ayoung boy. That deception had constituted the first mgjor changein
her young life.

She had continued the masguerade into adulthood, having learned that being a man offered far
greater opportunities than being awoman. Her breastswere small and easily, if uncomfortably, concedled
and the hard life she had led asa"young boy" had given her abody that was lean and strong. After years
gpent asitinerant thieves and beggars, she and her brother had been taken in as squires by an aging



knight-errant whose brain had been befuddled by one too many injuries. The old knight had never
learned her secret and he had trained her in the martid arts of chivary. That had been the second mgor
changein her life.

She had known that living free in atime when freedom was a commodity in scarce supply meant
becoming strong and self-reliant. She worked hard, developing her body into an efficient fighting
machine. Shewastaler than most women of her time, broad-shouldered, and long of limb. Her drive and
physica characteristics combined to give her abody and a degree of fitness that would be unknown to
women for several hundred years. She became the physical equal of most men in strength and the
superior of most in endurance and reflexes. After the death of her mentor, shetook her own brother as
her squire and became amercenary knight, a"free companion” with thefictitious name of Andredela
Croix. She chosefor her device afleury cross of white on red. Guarding her secret with her life, for that
was what exposure as awoman would have cost her, she entered into the service of Prince John of
Anjou. Shortly thereafter, she met a man she took to be a sorcerer and he had brought her to the third
and greatest changein her young life,

His name was Reese Hunter and he, too, did not fit into his own time. On the day she met him, his
time would not yet come for another fourteen hundred years. He was a deserter from the Temporal
Corps and he possessed a device he caled achronoplate, amachine for traveling through time.

He had told her that he was not a sorcerer, yet what he called "science” seemed nothing less than
magic. Though he had learned her secret, he was the only man she had ever met who did not trest
women asinferiors, as possessions. He had told her that there would come atime when she would not
have to resort to her deception to live life on her terms. That time would not come for many hundreds of
years, but he could take her there. He had told her of thelife heled, the times and places he had been to,
and she had been both awed and frightened. She would not have believed him, would have thought him
mad, had he not demonstrated the power of his science. He said that he saw in her akindred spirit, a
person out of time. He had offered her an equa partnership, on her own terms.

She had lost her brother to atraitor's sword and Hunter had helped her to avenge his death. Once
that was done, there had no longer been areason for her to remain in England or in the year 1194. She
had joined Hunter and |eft England and her time behind. She became part of the underground.

Antoinette de la Croix was not her real name, ether. Shefelt less comfortable with it than with her
measculine dias. They had only just arrived in the 17th century and it had taken Hunter sometimeto
purchase what he caled "necessities.” Theseincluded their clothes, their horses, their carriage, and the
services of liveried footmen. They were on their way to Paris and they had stopped for the night at a
smadl roadhouse.

Andre had undressed to her undergarments. She didn't like them, but at |east they were more
comfortable worn aone than with her outer clothing. The silks and ruffles, the lace and the dainty shoes
were al impractica and, worse, uncomfortable. She recalled that armor had never been comfortable to
wear, but at least it had afunction. She could see no purpose to her ornate apparel and she had
remarked to Hunter that in thistime, at least, the role of women seemed not to have changed at dl. They
were till dressed as dolls for men to play with, only now they had to dress up more. She had gone dong
with the clothing, but she had refused to have her hair "arranged.” Instead, she had worn awig that
Hunter had bought for her, awig of tight blonde curls whose color matched her own somewhat shorter,
graighter hair. She had ripped it off upon entering their rooms and now she paced back and forth likea
caged animal, scratching her head irritably. She much preferred the gpparel of the men, though even that
seemed senselesdy foppish to her.

She thought that Hunter looked amusing in his scarlet doublet, ornately worked badrick, and long
cloak of dark burgundy velvet. Somehow, she thought he looked more natura in the magician'srobe he
had been wearing when they met, back in Sherwood Forest. His high boots seemed practical for
horseback riding, but the lace collar, cuffs and boot tops seemed out of place, as did the wide black sash
he wore around hiswaist. What puzzled her the most was Hunter's rapier.

He had laid it down upon the bed when they cameinto the room and now she picked it up, hefting it
experimentaly.



"This isasword?"' she said, dubioudy. She had been curious about it al that day, but she had not
wanted to overburden Hunter with too many questions.

"Itscaled arapier,” Hunter said, "and yes, it isasword."

She swung it once or twice, holding it awkwardly, asthough uncertain of its sturdiness.

"Thereisnoweight to it," she said. "And the bladeisfar too narrow. It would never penetrate armor
and asingle stroke with agood sword would break it in an ingtant.” She threw it back down onto the bed
disdanfully.

Hunter picked it up. "To begin with, it isn't meant for use against an armored knight. And no one uses
broadswords here. In this period, things are done alittle differently. | suppose you'd say that thiswasa
more gentedl wegpon.”

He made afew passes with the rapier, showing her the wrist action, abeat and riposte against an
imaginary opponent, and alunge.

"It'sused primarily for thrusting, but you can dso dash,” said Hunter. "It's cdled fencing.”

Shefrowned. "So isthe enclosure used to keep in goats. | see no connection.”

"Thereign't one.”

"Sowhy isit cdled fencing?'

"I don't know why it'scaled fencing. It just is, that'sall.”

"It'sfoolish. These clothes are foolish. Thisisafoolishtime. | do not likeit. Thisisnothing like what
youtoldme."

"Giveit achance, Andre. Y ou've only been herefor one day."

"I see no reason why we have to wear these foolish clothes. | saw other people on the road who did
not dressthisway."

"They were peasants," Hunter said. "Thisis how people who are reasonably well off dressin thistime
period. Were going to have to stay herefor awhile, until | can contact my friend in the underground. |
explained dl that to you. If werre going to travel to thetime| spoke of, you're going to need an implant
and not just any implant, but one that can't be traced. 1t'sthe only way for you to learn things that would
otherwise take you alifetime of education. Y ou're going to need that knowledge in order to survive. It'sa
very complicated procedure.”

"Why can we not go directly to the time you came from to get thisimplant?'

"Because it would be too dangerous. Besides, it hasto be surgicaly implanted and—"

"It hasto bewhat?'

"Implanted. Theimplant must be implanted.”

"I do not understand. | thought it was adevice."

"Itisadevice

"Then what does 'implanted’ mean?"

"It'san action. Y ou must implant an implant.”

"How can it be adevice and an action at the same time? And what does thisword surgically mean?'

"It'stoo difficult to explain right now," said Hunter. He knew only too well how her 12th-century
mind would react to theidea of minor brain surgery. "What mattersisthat | haveto get in touch with a
certain person who has the skillsto accomplish this and that person choosesto resdein Paris, inthistime
period. Our mission will go easier for usif we assume the character of people of a certain socia class.”

"Why can | not wear man's clothing?' she said. "It certainly gppears to be more comfortable than this
dress and these absurd undergarments.”

"It probably is," said Hunter, "but that's not the point. The point isthat you're awoman and you've
never had achanceto learn to act like one. Y ou never know, the knack might come in handy someday.”

"| see no advantage in learning how to flirt and Smper and use my sex to advance mysdlf.”

"| think theres alittle more to being awoman than that,” said Hunter.

"If thereis, then | have not observed it."

"Well, evenif therewasn't,” Hunter said, "the smple fact isthat using your sex to advance yoursdlf, as
you put it, works on occasion, and | believe that one should use anything that works."

"Then why usethat child's plaything of aswvord?"



"Child's plaything, isit?' Hunter tossed her hisrapier, then unwrapped a spare onefromiits cloth
covering. He tossed both cloth covering and scabbard onto the bed. "L et's see just how much of a
plaything thisis" hesad. "Attack me."

She swung the sword, avkwardly. Hunter parried easily, using the FHorentine style—rapier in one
hand, dagger in the other. He had little difficulty in blocking her crude strokes. The weapon was strange
to her and she was uncomfortable with it.

"It's not abroadsword,” Hunter said. "It's meant for speed. Watch."

Thistime he went on the offensive and she redoubled her efforts, taking her cue from him but il
parrying clumsily. In seconds, he had disarmed her of the rapier, tapping her wrist lightly with the flat of
the blade after hooking her sword, showing how a dash there would have caused her to drop her
weapon and sustain awound at the sametime.

She looked down at the floor, then picked up the rapier he had disarmed her of so easily. She stood
dlently for amoment, Sudyingit.

"l have migudged thiswegpon,” she said. "That was unwise of me. Clearly, thereisaskill to usng it
correctly. I will learn it."

"Fencing isn't exactly something one picks up overnight,” said Hunter. "Y ou're not exactly a beginner,
but—"

"No, | amfar from abeginner. | havelived by the sword most of my life" shesad. "Thisisadifferent
blade, but it is<till asword. It will not take melong to learn. Teach me.”

"Therésredly not much point toit,” said Hunter.

"Why?'

"Because women in Parisdon't carry rapiers,” he said. " Sometimesthey carry daggers, but mostly
they carry fans and handkerchiefs." He grinned.

"Truly potent wegpons," she said, sarcagticdly.

"It dl depends on how you use them. Well, dl right. I'll teach you. It may not take you very long to
learn, a that. Y ou're already ademon with abroadsword. Y ou're strong and you've got terrific reflexes.
You just lack the correct technique. | think it will probably be tougher to teach you how to use afan.”

"l see. You imply that you are qudified to teach me how to be awoman, isthat it?" she said.

"Not me" said Hunter. "Y ou're dready more woman than any man | know can handle. Thetrick is
not to let men know that. That shouldn't be too hard. Most of us aren't very smart when it comesto
women."

"And you are one of the smart ones, | suppose.”

"No, unfortunately, I'm one of the stupid ones," said Hunter. "But I've learned alot because of that.”

"Very well," sad Andre. "'l oweyou much. | will learn to act the part of afinelady if you think it will
prove helpful.”

"Jugt cal me Professor Higgins.”

"Who is Professor Higgins?'

"He was another stupid man,” said Hunter. "But never mind. For astart, let's see what we can do
about that walk of yours. Y ou can dress the part of awoman, but you still svagger like asoldier. Now,
take this book...."

3

Charlotte Backson, the Countess de la Fere, Milady de Winter, had seduced more men than she
could count. She had never before met aman who could resst her. Now she had. The man caled Taylor
wastotaly immune.

"You canturnit off, Milady," he had said, thefirgt time shetried to work her charm on him. "Y ouve
got nothing that | want."

"Areyou quite certain?' she had said, trying adifferent tack. She put just the right amount of throaty
submissivenessinto her voice. "After dl, | am your prisoner. Y our men have taken me againgt my will.



Y ou've killed my coachman and my footmen, brought me here with my eyes blindfolded, there must be
something that you wanted from me. | assumeit'sransom that you're after. Rest assured, you will be
paid. But | do fear for my own safety. | am entirely in your power. | would do anything if it would insure
my surviva through thisordedl.” She paused for just asecond, her gaze meseting hisdirectly. "Anything,"
she said softly.

Theman caled Taylor had laughed. "I'm afraid you're wasting your time, Milady. I'll be quite blunt.
I'm not interested in women. Y ou understand?"

"Oh. Yes, I'm afraid | do."

"Y ou see, someone who doesn't share my sexual preferences would doubtless be extremely
susceptible to you, which iswhy I'll be the only one to come into contact with you during your stay with
us." Taylor had smiled. "Y our reputation precedes you, Milady. Werefully aware of thekind of person
that you are.”

"I'm afraid you have the advantage of me, gr," she had said, stiffening dightly. "1 do not know what
you mean when you speak of my reputation. Doubtless, you have heard some malicious gossip from—"
"Don't be coy," said Taylor. "Hereswhat | mean." He reached out quickly and ripped her dress
away from her shoulder with a suddenness that caught her unprepared. Quickly, she clapped her hand to

her shoulder.

"Therédsno useinhiding it,” said Taylor. "If you ask me, it's your best feature. The brand of the
harlot. Thefleur-de-lis. I've known women likeyou al my life. Youreadut, my dear.”

"Who areyou?' shesad, angrily. "What isit you want from me?"

"Why, just your companionship, Milady. Nothing more."

"What isthe ransom for my safe return? How much do you want to release me?”

Taylor raised his eyebrows. "Why, we're not asking anything for you, Milady. All we want isthe
privilege of entertaining you for ashort while. A week, perhaps, no more."

"And then?'

"And then you won't be seeing usagain,” said Taylor.

Now aweek had passed. It had been a maddening week. Each day, the man called Taylor cameto
her. He brought her al her meals and hewould stay awhileto talk with her. They would talk about the
most meaningless of things, the wegther, what fashions were popular at court, what her favorite foods
were, what she liked, what she didiked, whom she had had affairswith....

Taylor seemed to know amost as much about her as she knew hersdf. That frightened her. How
could he know such intimate details of her private life? How could he know that she had once been anun
and that she had seduced a priest at the convent of the Benedictines of Templemar? How had he known
about the fleur-de-lis, with which the executioner of Lille had branded her? Who was this man, who
seemed to know her dmost aswell as she knew hersdlf?

She could get nothing out of him. On severa occasions, he had come with adightly older man,
another stranger to her. This man would gaze at her strangely, then approach her. He would study her
intently. Sometimes, he would touch her face, running his hands along her jawbone, touching her nose,
the corners of her eyes, her lips. Once, when he had done 0, she had softly kissed his finger, licking it
lightly with her tongue. His hands shook dightly after that.

"Think you can do it, Doctor?" Taylor had said a one such time.

"I-l candoit."

"Y ou'd damn well better be sure,”" said Taylor.

"l won't let you down, Adrian.”

"It'snot just me, Doc. Y ou know what's riding on this."

"Yes, | know," said the one called Doc. "I know only too well." He had sounded frightened.

She had no ideawhat any of it meant. Sooner or later, she knew, they would have to make their
purpose clear. She would bide her time and wait.

A week and two days had passed when she received yet another visitor. Thisonewasalady. The
door to her room opened and the man called Doc entered, along with the lady and two other men. The
lady hid her face behind afan. Milady was certain that now she would find out the reason for her



abduction, the purpose behind dl thisintrigue. She stood up, giving her jailors a haughty look.

"Wdl," shesad. "It gppearsthat at last | will—"

The words caught in her throat as the lady dropped her fan, reveding her face. It was the Countess's
own face. Milady stared at her living reflection, struck speechless at the sight.

"You see" sad thewoman, in Milady's own voice, "1 told you that we would only keep you for a
week or 0."

Milady backed away from the woman who was her twin in every way. She had her face, she had her
voice, she had her manner....

"Who— who are you?" shewhispered.

Her double laughed and it was her own laugh, exactly. Then she spoke in acompletely different
voice. A voice Milady had cometo know only too well. "Why, Milady, don't you recognize me?"'

"Taylor! In God's name, how isthis possible? How—"

"Why don't you ask Him when you see Him?' Taylor said. He pointed adim tubelike instrument at
her. A bright, pencil-thin light stabbed out from it as Taylor quickly flicked hiswrig.

Milady's head, severed by the laser, fell upon the floor and rolled grotesquely into a corner of the
room.

The man caled Doc turned his head away and made awhimpering sound.

"Jesus, Taylor!" Heleaned against the door jamb for support.

"Weak somach, Doc?'

"You didn't havetokill her," Doc said, hisvoice quivering.

"Oh, | did, indeed. We're playing for high stakes, my friend. It wouldn't do to have two Milady de
Winters running around now, would it? Besides, | did her afavor. | spared her from the heedsman's axe.™

"By beheading her yoursdlf," said Doc. "Y ou didn't tell me you were going to kill her."

" She would have done the same to me, Doc, or to you or any one of us. Thiswas one very nasty
lady. Besides, if you want to salve your conscience, think of dl the livesthat will be saved when we bring
thetimewarsto ahdt."

"| agree that the time wars should be stopped,” said Doc, "but | can't believe that your end justifies
your means.”

"Y ou went into thiswith your eyeswide open, Doc,” said Taylor. "It'sabit late for second thoughts
now, don't you think?"

"Yes, I'mafraiditis”" Hetook adeep breath, refusing to look at the headless body on the floor.
"Wdll, I've done dl that you asked. Y ou don't need me anymore. Am | freeto go, or an | going to end
up like her?"

"Why, Doc," said Taylor, gently placing his hand alongsde the man's cheek, "what makesyou say a
thing like that?" His voice was a perfect mimicry of de Winter'svoice. Doc jerked away.

"Lethimgo,” said Taylor.

The man wasled away.

"Y ou think he's going to be a problem?" said one of the others.

"I doubt it," Taylor said. "Weve got his chronoplate. What harm can he do? Still, | don't suppose
that it would hurt to keep an eye on him." He walked up to the mirror in the room and examined his
reflection. He smiled de Winter's smile. "He did ahdll of agood job, wouldn't you say? Amazing what
just alittle cosmetic surgery can do. Damn, look at me. I'm beautiful "

The other man cleared histhroat unessily.

Taylor grinned. " Sort of getsto you, doesn't it? What do you think, Immy?Y ou think Richelieu will
know the difference?"

Taylor threw back his head and gave agtartlingly feminine laugh. Jmmy left the room.

Thelr instructions were to proceed to the tavern in Meung, and from there to make their way to Paris.
Somewhere aong the way, they would be contacted by an agent code-named "Mongoose.”

"Arethey dl named after animas?' Finn had asked Darrow.

"Y es, why do you ask?'



"Oh, | wasjust wondering if there was an agent Jackass or an agent Baboon, you know. Just
curious”

Darrow had not appreciated Finn's sense of humor.

"What isit you've got againgt these people, anyway?' Lucas asked him asthey rode their horsesat a
walk on the road to Meung.

"They'redy," said Finn. "I don't like people who are dy. They're dways snesking around like
weasels—wonder if there's an agent Weasd ?—and they're total ly untrustworthy. | prefer to work with
people | can depend on. | wouldn't turn my back on aTIA agent for one second.”

"Y ou dont redly think we have anything to worry about, do you?' Lucas said.

"Who knows, kid? Who knows what thismisson really is? They say it'sthe Timekeepers, but it
could be the Daughters of the American Revolution for al | know. They don't even tell each other
everything."

They conversed in French, alanguage they spoke as easily as English, thanksto their implant
programming. Anyone seeing them upon the road would have taken them for nothing more than what
they appeared to be, cavdiers, soldiers of fortune, comradesin arms. Finn's normally red hair was now
an auburn shade, Lucass was a chestnut brown. Both men wore their hair down to their shoulders, in the
style of gdlants of the time. L ucas wore awaxed moustache, Finn wore amoustache and a goatee, a
style that would one day be known asaVan Dyke. Both men wore high boots and |eather baldricks,
both carried daggers and rapiers. Their appard did not lend an air of wealth or fashion to them. Both
their cloaks were brown and well worn. Finn's doubl et was ydlow, cut from inexpensive cloth; Lucass
was brown. Neither man wore |lace anywhere about his person; both wore smple sashes of green silk
and white shirtsthat were in need of laundering. Their hats were plumed, but the feathers had seen better
days.

"| hate this cloak-and-dagger stuff," said Finn, then chuckled at the thought that both of them actudly
had real cloaksand daggers. "I don't like the idea of not even knowing what our contact is supposed to
look like. I'm not even sure what we're supposed to do.”

"My impression was that we were to act as a sort of back-up team to the TIA boys," Lucas said.

"L ook, it might not be o bad. They might not even need us. Thismission could turninto aMinus Time
vacation."

"Y ou wouldn't want to place alittle bet on that, would you?' said Finn.

"Actudly, no. Not redly.”

"| didn't think s0."

"What do you think about thisidea of someone in the underground going in with these Timekeepers?'
Lucassad.

"l don't know. Why, you thinking about Hunter?"

"How'd you guess?'

"Wasn't too hard.”

"l just can't seeit, somehow. | couldn't see someone like Hunter going aong with that kind of
insanity. No one appreciates the potential dangers of a split more than asoldier, even a deserter. Why
would someone who has goneto dl the trouble of going over the hill and stedling a plate place himsdf at
the disposal of abunch of terrorists? It just doesn't make sense. What could they possibly have that he
would want?'

"They wouldn't have anything that Hunter would want,” said Finn, "but not al desertersarelike
Hunter. Think about al the things that would make a man desert. This character is probably someone
who couldn't take it anymore or some maadjusted individua who just couldn't makeit in Plus Time.
Maybe it's some fanatic who joined the service with someidea of subverting it from within, who knows?
Whoever heis, he'sgot to be just as crazy asthe Timekeepers. No onein their right mind would set out
to cause asplit.”

"| can't believe anyone would redly go thet far,” said Lucas.

"Darrow may have apoint on that one," Finn said. "They may hope that they won't haveto, but if
they get pushed, if their bluff gets called, they'll have no choice. Nobody knowswhat sort of an effect a



lit will have. Maybe they think that that'swhat it will take to bring the war machineto agrinding halt. It
might at that. But I'd just as soon not haveto find out just what a split would do. Just researching it made
Mensinger anervouswreck. And thewholeideaof thismisson isn't doing my nerves any good.”

They reached theinn at Meung without being contacted by anyone. They took aroom and ordered
dinner in the tavern. The wine was passable and it felt pleasant after their journey. The innkeeper,
athough he had been somewhat wary of their well-traveled and rough appearance &t the beginning, had
warmed up considerably at the prospect of entertaining two customers who paid as they were served.
He had been gtiffed so many times by gallant cavaliersthat he fussed over Finn and Lucas like amother
hen, ever solicitous of their satisfaction and trotting out from the kitchen congtantly to seeif they were
enjoying their med. Finn was on his second roasted chicken and L ucas was enjoying the innkeeper's best
wine, a pleasant Bordeaux, when ayoung man almost completely covered with dust entered the
establishment. Once inside the door, he began pounding at his clothing, so that within seconds he became
amost completely obscured by adust cloud.

"Some more wine, Monsieur?' said the innkeeper, bringing yet another bottle to their table.

"With pleasure,” Finn said. "And pour aglassfor young Lochinvar over there, helooks asthough he
could do with some refreshment.”

At this, the young man looked up. He was scarcely more than aboy, perhaps eighteen years of age.
He had athick shock of disheveled blond hair and his clothes|ooked like hand-me-downs.

"l beg your pardon, sr," he said, "were you speaking of me?"

"Do you see anyone elsein here besides oursdves?' said Finn, smiling.

"| fear you have taken mefor someone dse, ar," the young man said. "My nameisnot Lochinvar.”

Finn chuckled. "It was just afigure of speech, lad. Lochinvar wasthe heroin atale | heard once.”

The young man frowned. "Y ou seek to mock me, Sir?"

"Don't get your fegthersruffled, son,” said Finn. "I'm only offering you adrink. Y ou look like you
could do with some refreshment.”

"And what, may | ask, istherein my gppearance that leads you to believe | amin need of charity?'
the young man said.

"Look, let'stry thisagain,” said Finn. "Weve been traveling along way oursdves, my friend and I.

Y ou camein, looking al dusty and bedraggled and | thought—"

Theyoung man stiffened. "My clothing may not be quite so fine as your own, Monsieur, but
neverthdess, it is not good manners for a gentleman to remark upon the difference.”

"Leavehimdone, Finn," Lucassad.

"Forget it, kid," said Finn. "Buy your own damnwine." He went back to eating his chicken, shaking
hishead inresgnation. "Try to beaniceguy," hetold Lucas.

"Mongeur,” said the young man.

"Yes what isit now?'

"I an not in the habit of being dismissed so cavdierly.”

Finnraised hiseyebrows. "Excuse me," he said. "1 was not awarethat | wasdismissing acavaier.”

"Fnn—" Lucassad.

Theinnkeeper backed away from the table.

"Then | will make you aware of whom you are dedling with, Monsieur. D'Artagnan suffersdights
fromno one" Hedrew hisrapier. " '‘Guarde, Monsieur!"

"Oh, Chrigt," said Finn. The innkeeper dove under atable.

"Monsieur D'Artagnan,” Lucas began, "dlow meto—"

"l will dedl with you presently, Sr," D'Artagnan said, "after | have done with your unruly friend. That
is, unless you wish to increase the odds against me. | will not shrink from crossing swords with both of
you at once." He swished hisrapier back and forth a couple of times.

"Put that thing away,” said Finn. "It'samost asbig asyou are.”

"Nevertheless, its size will not impede my use of it," D'Artagnan said. "Now, 'guarde!™

"Oh, 9t down," said Finn.

"Y ou will sland, Monsieur, and draw your sword!”



"I will gt, my friend, and finish my dinner. And you would be wise to do the same.”

D'Artagnan’s sword stabbed out and lanced Finn's chicken off his plate. With aflick of thewrist, he
sent the bird flying into acorner of the room.

"Y ou gppear to have finished your dinner, Monsieur.”

"That doesit,” Finn said. "I'm going to take that pigsticker away from you and spank you with it." He
started to stand.

Lucastook hold of hisarm. "Finn, sit down. Don't be an idiot."

Deaney stood. "Look," he said to D'Artagnan, "'can't we just forget the whole thing? I'm willing to
overlook the chicken, but—"

"But | am not willing to overlook your insults, Sir," D'Artagnan said.

"What inaults?'

"Y our sword, Monseur!"

"No."

"Y ou refuse to draw your sword?"

"That'sright, | refuse.”

"Then you are abase coward and no gentleman!"

"Ligten here, you—"

"Finn .. ."said Lucas.

Delaney took adeep breath. "AH right. | am abase coward and I'm not agentleman. Does that
saisfy you?'

D'Artagnan |ooked disappointed. "Well, then, in that case, | must demand an apology."

"For what?'

"Finn, will you for Chrigt's sake apologize and have donewith it?" said Lucas.

"Well now what the hell should | apologizefor?"

"It doesn't matter, just apologize, if it will make him happy.”

"Sir, | will not be condescended to,” D'Artagnan said.

"Just stay out of this," said Lucas. "Finn, say you're sorry, dl right?"

"All right, I'm sorry. | gpologize.”

"l do not think you are sincere in your gpology,” D'Artagnan said.

"Please accept his gpology, Monseur,” said Lucas. "It will bring thisentire affair to aclose and do
wondersfor my digestion.”

"Thisismogt perplexing,” said D'Artagnan. ™Y our friend clearly does not wish to apologize, yet he
gpologizes. And athough heisnot sincerein his gpology, hewill do asyou wish to spare himsdf from
duding with me. It appearsthat thereisnoway | can gain satifactionin thisaffair. You placemeina
most disadvantageous Situation, Monsieur.”

"I only wish to avoid unnecessary bloodshed,” Lucas said. "It was al amisunderstanding, nothing
more. No offense was meant."

"And yet offense was given. And | cannot attack aman who will not draw hisrapier. It would be
unseemly and dishonorable. Y et honor must be satisfied.”

Theinnkeeper peeked out from beneath the table.

"Would honor be satisfied if we wereto fight with our fists?' said Finn.

"It would be most irregular,” said D'Artagnan, "but | can think of no other way out of this
predicament.”

"Thenit'ssatled,” Finnsaid. "Wedud with figts."

"Done," said D'Artagnan. He sarted to remove his bad-rick and Finn walloped him right between
the eyes.

The blow knocked him back several feet and he sat down hard upon the floor. The innkeeper
ducked back benesth the table. D'Artagnan shook his head, stunned.

"For such alittle squirt, he takes a punch pretty good,” said Finn. "I've laid out guystwice hissize
with that shot.”

"That was most ungporting of you, Sr,” D'Artagnan said, getting to hisfeet.



"Fighting's not asport, son," Finn said. "At least not where | come from. Y ou either win or you lose
and | prefer towin."

"Y es, clearly you are not agentleman,” D'Artagnan said. "'In Gascony, we do not hit aman when he
isn't looking."

"Well, I'mlooking now," said Finn. "Take your best shot."

"Prepare yourself, my friend. Though you be twice my size, I'm going to teach you manners.”

"Areyou going to talk or fight?' said Finn.

Lucasrolled hiseyes. "Y ou know, Forrester wasright,” he said. "You are aten-year-old."

D'Artagnan sivung at Finnwildly. Finn easily ducked beneath his swing and gave him ahard uppercut
to the jaw. D'Artagnan went down again.

"And that'sthat," said Finn.

D'Artagnan started to get up. His mouth was bloody.

"| thought you said that wasthat,” said Lucas.

"Stubborn little bastard, isn't he?' said Finn.

D'Artagnan came at him again. Finn blocked his punch and gave him aright cross. D'Artagnan fell
agan.

"That ought to satisfy hishonor,” Finn said.

Sowly, D'Artagnan roseto hisfest.

"I think you'relosing your touch,” said Lucas. "He keeps getting up.”

"Well fix that," said Finn.

D'Artagnan swung again, only thistime it was afeint and he caught Finn off guard. Asaresult, Finn
caught aleft hook and fdll back into atable.

"Y ou fixed that red good,” said Lucas.

"All right, enough'senough,” said Finn. Thistime, when D'Artagnan came at him, Finn used karate.
He stopped him cold with afront kick to the chest, then dropped him with a side kick and aroundhouse
to the temple, both delivered off the same foot with lightning speed.

"That wasn't redlly fair,” said Lucas.

"Screw fairness. Thiskid'sbuilt like an ox." He sat down and poured himself aglass of wine. "Hits
well, too." He rubbed hisjaw.

Lucas tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. D'Artagnan was getting up again.

"l seem to recall that we agreed upon fists, not feet," he said. Hiswords were durred and he was
unsteady on hisfeet.

"He'sgot apoint,” said Lucas.

The innkeeper had ventured forth from beneeth the table and he now watched with interest.

Finn got up again. "Fed freeto use whatever works," he said. He put hisfists up. D'Artagnan,
moving fagter than he looked ableto, hit Finn with achair. The chair broke and Finn fdl to the floor,
UNCOoNSCious.

"That worked very well," D'Artagnan said. He turned to Lucas. "Now, Monsieur, it isyour turn.”

Lucasraised hishands. "Not I. We have no quarrel, Monsieur. If honor has been satisfied, will you
alow meto share our wine with you while my friend gets some much-needed rest?'

D'Artagnan pondered thisinvitation for amoment. "Honor is satisfied,” he said, "though | do not think
that thisiswhat my father meant when he urged meto fight duels. Besides, | welcome the chanceto rest
mysdf. Your friend has the strength of ten." He sat down at Lucasstable.

L ucas poured him aglass of wine, which he drank quickly.

"Finn may have the strength of ten," he said, "but | notice that he's the one who's on the floor and not
you. Allow meto congratulate you. It'sthefirst time I've ever seen him lose afight.”

"Fnn?What sort of nameisthat?’

"Irish," sad Lucas.

"Ah. And you arelrish, aswd|?'

"No, I'm ... aGascon."

"I would not have known it! We are countrymen! |, too, am a Gascon! Y ou have, perhaps, heard of



my father? He was awell-known soldier.”

"Indeed | have," said Lucas. "Whichiswhy | advised my friend to refrain from crossng swordswith
you. We have gone through much together and | would have hated to lose afriend to a swordsman who
was the son of the famous D'Artagnan. If you are half the man your father is, my friend would not have
stood a chance. And it was only amisunderstanding, after al.”

"Well, to tell thetruth, | sought to provoke adud,” D'Artagnan said, rather sheepishly.

"Because your father advised you to."

"Indeed. He said that it is necessary to fight duelsin order to gain respect and areputation. Y ou have
my gpologies, Monsieur. | would have hated to deprive afdlow Gascon of afriend.”

"l understand,” said Lucas. "One must respect afather'swishes, after dl.”

"What isyour name, Monsieur, so | may know whom | have the honor of addressng?'

Lucasthought quickly. Priest was an English name and England was the enemy of France. "Dumeas,”
he sad. "Alexandre Dumas."

"| am pleasad to make your acquaintance, Monseur Dumas. And | hope that your friend will not be
ill-disposed toward me when he regains his senses.”

Finn groaned. He started to Sit up dowly. The innkeeper brought him abowl of water and awet
cloth. D'Artagnan went to help him to hisfeet.

"| trust you are not injured, Sr, and that there remains no ill will between us. Monsieur Dumas has
explained everything to me and | seethat it was a misunderstanding, after al.”

"Who?" said Finn.

"Heisdill alittledazed,” sad Lucas. "Surely you remember me, my friend—Alexandre Dumas? |
hope that blow did not addle your senses. It seemsthat Monsieur D'Artagnan and | are countrymen. We
are both from Gascony."

"You are, en? What did you say your name was?"'

"Dumes"

"That'swhat | thought you said. | just wasn't sure | heard right.”

"| fear | have damaged him," D'Artagnan said, with genuine concern.

"Oh, no, helll bedl right,” said Lucas. "The Irish are a hardheaded people.”

As D'Artagnan was helping Delaney to hisfeet, the door to the inn opened and a party of men
entered, laughing boisteroudly.

"Did you ever see such an animd in your wholelife?' said one of them, atall, dark-haired cavaier
with ascar upon his cheek. "An orange horse! A fit steed for a pumpkin!™

D'Artagnan straightened suddenly, and Finn, deprived of his support, dipped to the floor again.

"Forgiveme," said D'Artagnan, helping Ddaney up again. "I think that man islaughing a my horse

"Who laughs at ahorselaughs at its master,” Lucas said, remembering that it was at thisvery tavern
that D'Artagnan first met the Count de Rochefort, and that the man who had just entered with the group
of guards could be no other.

"Do you think s0?' said D'Artagnan.

"Well, don't you?'

"Perhaps," D'Artagnan said. "But | would not wish to have yet another misunderstanding. No doubt
the man means nothing by it."

"How, nothing?' Lucas said. "Clearly, he was making fun of you."

"Indeed? Wdll, you may be right. Still, it would not do to be too hasty. See, we St here asfriends
and moments ago, | would have crossed swordswith you."

"That was quite another matter," Lucas said. "This man isinsolent and should be chastised.”

"Youmay beright,” D'Artagnan said. "Still, 1 would not wish to legp to the wrong conclusion. And
my horseis, | am afraid, a somewhat amusing-looking steed.”

"Well, | will not St here and suffer a countryman of mineto beinsulted,” Lucassaid. "You, Sir! You
with the scar!”

De Rochefort looked up.

"Yes, you! What areyou laughing at?'



"I do not see that as being any concern of yours, Monsieur,” said de Rochefort.

"I think itis," said Lucas, sanding. "I heard what you said!"

"l was not spesking to you, Monsieur.”

"Wil, | am speaking to you! | do not like your laughter.”

"l do not laugh often, Sr," said de Rochefort, "but | retain the privilege of laughing when | please.”

"And |, Monseur, will dlow no man to laugh when it disoleases me," said Lucas. "Nor will | permit
my friendsto be the butt of jokes!"

"Please, Dumas," D'Artagnan said, "you do not need to stand up for me; thisismy affair.”

"Well, when you gentlemen sdttle it between yourselves, perhaps you will enlighten me asto what this
affair may be," said de Rochefort.

"The horsetied up outside, which you were laughing at, ismine," D'Artagnan said. "And it does not
suit meto be caled apumpkin!™

"I do not care about what suits you, Monsgieur," said de Rochefort. " There are more important
matters on my mind and you have dready distracted me enough.”

"| fear that | will prove to be much more than just amere digtraction, Mongeur,” D'Artagnan said. He
drew hisrapier.

"Y ou must be mad," said de Rochefort, turning away.

"Turn, gr! Turnor | will strike you down!™

"Thisisannoying," de Rochefort said to hismen. "Do something about thisinsolent boy."

"Insolent, an |?" said D'Artagnan, striding forward. He pushed past one of the guards and reached
for de Rochefort's shoulder. "1 am not done with you, Monsieur! |—"

The guard he had brushed past picked up achair and, with a swing that seemed amost nonchaant,
he smashed it over D'Artagnan from behind. The Gascon crumpled to the floor. The innkeeper moaned
over theloss of the second chair of the afternoon.

The guard turned back to face L ucas and Delaney. With ahand on the hilt of hissword, he
gpproached them bl ligerently.

"Y ou gentlemen don't have anything to add, do you?' he said; then, in the same breath, he whispered,
"Mongoose."

Finn's eyebrows rose. "No, we don't have anything to add," he said. "In fact, we hardly even know
thet fdlow.”

"It appearsto methat your friend has had too much to drink," the guard said, indicating Lucas. "
would strongly advise you to be on your way, before his drunkenness gets you into any more trouble.”

"Certainly, Monseur,” said Finn. "The last thing that we want istrouble.”

"Then be on your way," said the agent, adding in aquick whisper, "Moreau's Tavern on the Rue
Ferou. Say Legault sent you." Heraised hisvoice. "Out with you! Now! And makeit quick!"

4

Something waswrong.

No one had seen Jacques Benoit for days. In anyone else's case, thiswould not have been
particularly noteworthy, but Doctor Jacques waswell known to be a creature of scrupulous habit. For
the past week, Hunter had been making all the rounds, but ex-army surgeon Jack Bennett, known to his
Parisian friends as Doctor Jacques Benoit, was nowhere to be found.

Hewasn' at his home on the Rue St.-Honore. His servants, Marie and Old Pierre, had found it
necessary to turn away his patients, as they did not know where Doctor Jacques had gone or when he
would return. This gave them cause for much concern, Since their master never went anywhere without
leaving them some word.

Moreau's Tavern, on the Rue Ferou, where Doctor Jacques could be found every evening enjoying a
bottle of wine and playing agame or two of chess, had not been graced by his presence for over aweek.
This upset Moreau somewhat, as Benoit was something of an attraction at the tavern. It was the way that



he played chess. He would sit with his back to the board, at another table, carrying on idle conversation
with onlookers. His opponent would announce his move, and then Benoit would announce his, "Knight to
King's Bishop four" or whatever, al without looking at the board. He had yet to |lose agame. These
casud, friendly matches brought in customers and these customers frequently bet upon the outcome —at
least, those who had not seen Benoit play before would bet.

Moreau knew Hunter as"Monsieur Laporte," an old friend of Jacques Benoit's from Reims. Insofar
as Moreau knew, Monsieur Laporte was a gentleman, aman who liked to live quietly and who did not
often cometo Paris, but when he did, he dways made apoint of it to visit hisold friend and to sop in to
see Moreau.

"It isnot like Doctor Jacques,”" Moreau was saying, as he poured both himself and Hunter somered
wine. "He never goes anywhere without &t least telling Marie and Old Pierre. He has dways been
consderate of hisfriends and especidly his patients.”

"He didn't say anything the last time you saw him?' Hunter said. "He did not say he was going to the
country for some res?'

Anytime Jack Bennett made atrip to Plus Time, he dways said that he was " going to the country.”
Members of the underground who kept in frequent touch with one another had various code phrases
such asthat to pass on messages. "He didn't say anything at al?"

"No, Monsieur,” Moreau said. "If he had said anything, | would most assuredly have remembered.”

"l hope nothing has happened to him," Hunter said. "Paris can be dangerous at times, especidly these
days.”

"Who would hurt Doctor Jacques?' Moreau said. He shook his head. "He hasn't an enemy in Paris.
He has his peculiarities, true, but who can argue with hisresults? 1, mysdlf, have never understood why he
looks down on bleeding, for example. He insststhat it does more harm than good. Still, he has helped
many people hereabouts, and he even extends himsalf to those who cannot afford to pay. He may ask
somelittle service or, asin the case of Marcd's ailing father, take payment in a chicken or two, but... no,
| cannot imagine anyone who would wish him harm. He isthe soul of compassion. And well-liked and
respected.”

"Then what could have become of him?' said Hunter.

Moreau shrugged. " Perhaps he had some business with those friends of his, from Handers."

Hunter frowned. "Friends from Fanders?'

"Yes, five of them," Moreau said. "They were with him the last time he was here. And the time before
that, too."

"Can you tdl me anything about them?' Hunter said. "It could be important.”

"They werearough lot," Moreau said. He shrugged again. " Still, Doctor Jacques hasfriendsfrom all
walks of life, no? Not my sort, though. Not my sort at al. They would al grow silent whenever |
approached their table, asthough afraid that | would overhear their conversation.”

"What did they look like? Perhaps | know them.”

"They weredl large men," Moreau said. "All except one, who was very dight and thin. About like
s0," Moreau said, indicating his own chest level. "Three of them were dark, rough-looking, as| said. One
was bald. Him | remember very well. Hewas abull, that one, agiant of aman. They didn't speak much,
at least, not to me, but they were not French, that much was certain.”

"They did not know the language,” Hunter said.

"Oh, no, they knew the language very well,” Moreau said, "but they learned it elsewhere. They had
some sort of accent, but | could not placeit.”

"What about the fifth man?' Hunter said. "Thedight one?"

"Ah, yes, him. | thought hewasagirl, at firs." Moreau chuckled. "It was abit embarrassing. | called
him 'mademoisdle and it seemed to amuse the others and it was only then that | saw hewasaman. A
very young man, no more than aboy, redly. Some boys, in their youthfulness, well...."

"Yes, | understand,” said Hunter. "And some young girls ook like young boys sometimes, especidly
if they are not wearing dresses.”

"Quite s0," Moreau said, visbly rdieved. "Still, thisone ... hewore his hair quite long, much longer



than isthe fashion. And it was like spun gold, Monsieur. Most unsettling. His French, now, was flawless.
A red gentleman, that one. | heard Doctor Jacques cdl him 'Adrian.'" Moreau lowered hisvoice. "An
English name, no?"

"Could be" said Hunter. "I know no one by that name. Thisal sounds very mysterious, Moreau.”

Moreau looked around, then leaned closer to Hunter. "Tell me, Monsieur,” he said, "Doctor Jacques.
... | have never known him to, that is, hehasno.. . . palitical leanings, hashe?’

"I don't know," said Hunter. "What makes you say athing like that?"

Moreau shrugged again. "One learns athing or two in this business, Monseur. After dl, you must
admit, it doeslook strange. Five strangers, four of whom are decidedly not French and the fifth with an
English-sounding name, dl spesking in low voicesin the corner...."

"l seewhat you mean,” said Hunter. "But political intrigue? That does not sound like the Jacques
Benoit | know."

"One never knows for sure, Monsieur," Moreau said. "Intrigue seems to be the watchword of the
day. | would hate to learn that Doctor Jacques was in some sort of trouble.”

"Sowould I, Moreau. Sowould |. Listen, if you should see him before | do, tell him that I'm staying
at the Luxembourg. Ask him to come and see me on amatter of some importance.”

"I will, Monsieur Laporte. And if you should see him firgt, you tell him that he has friendswho will
stand by him, en?If thereistrouble, you tel him to cometo old Moreau.”

Hunter looked at Moreau and smiled. The burly Frenchman had aface that |ooked like old lesther
and broad shoulders that suggested a previous trade more strenuous than being atavernkeeper. If there
would betrouble, Jack would do well to have someone like Moreau beside him.

"Il tell him," Hunter said.

Hel€ft the tavern feding very worried. Something was definitely wrong. Jack Bennett had
disappeared without leaving behind any message whatsoever. With Jack, that sort of thing smply didn't
happen, unless those men had something to do with it and he had not had time to leave a message. But
then, according to Moreau, those men had been with Jack for at least aweek and they would not have
known the signals that Hunter and Jack had arranged between themselves. Jack should have been ableto
leave word if something out of the ordinary had occurred. But he hadntt.

Those "friends from Flanders' made Hunter nervous. Jack didn't have any friendsin Flandersthat he
knew of. Then there was Moreau's description of them. Large. Spoke French excellently, but with an
accent that M oreau, an ex-seaman, could not place. Perhaps it was because it was an accent unknown
tothistime.

""Where are you, Doc?' Hunter mumbled. "What have you gotten yoursdf into?'

He was s0 preoccupied, he didn't notice that he was being followed.

Andre redized that she owed Hunter agreat dedl, but there was alimit to any obligation. She had
promised Hunter that shewould learn to act like alady, but she had never promised him to play that role
continuoudly. Nor had she promised him to, as he had said it, "stay put” in their apartments.

He had brought her to another time, to another world, and he expected her to stay in their hotel
unlesstold otherwise. Yes, she owed him agreat dedl, but she did not owe him blind, unquestioning
obedience. He had devel oped atendency to order her around and she didn't like it. She understood that
he was only being protective, because he knew much and she knew little of thistime, because hewasin
his eement and she wasin an dien environment. Still, that did not make her confinement easier to bear.
She felt hersdf dependent upon Hunter and she didn't like having to depend on anyone. She never had.
Sheliked fedling caged up even less.

In the 12th century, at least, she had known the rules. In England, she had been able to make her
way adone. Hunter had spent many hours with her, teaching her to speak 17th-century French. The task
was made easier by her knowledge of the Norman tongue, but it had proved bothersome when Hunter
would not speak to her in any other language. He had explained that they would bein 17th-century Paris
for an indefinite amount of time and that it was of paramount importance for her to know the language.
Surprisingly, even though the constant repetition and the boring drills were tiresome, she had discovered



that learning anew language came easily to her, far more easlly than learning "the gentle art of acting like
alady," and only dightly less eadly than learning how to use arapier. Already, Hunter was no match for
her. Her progress had astonished even him. Y et what was the point in knowing al thesethingsif shewas
to be denied the opportunity to put them into practice? What was the usein learning how to act like a
17th-century Parisenneif she remained constantly within the walls of the Luxembourg Hotel, seeing no
one, going nowhere?

"A lady never wanders through the streets of Paris unescorted,” Hunter had said.

Well, perhapsalady didn't. But then, she had never promised him that she would be alady al the
time

She had inquired as to the whereabouts of the nearest tailor and the carriage took her to an exclusive
little shop, patronized only by the wedlthier citizens of Paris. Thetailor had readily accepted her
explanation that she was buying asurprise birthday present for her little brother, who was amost exactly
the same sze as hersdlf. He had summoned a seamstress to measure her, telling Andre that when she
presented the suit to her little brother, he would be more than happy to perform any necessary aterations
free of charge. If thetailor or the seamstress were surprised at her unusud height and dimensions, they
kept their comments to themselves. If the lady had arms and shoulders like alaborer's, that was no
concern of theirs, especialy since she didn't even remark upon the price.

Thewhite sk shirt would fed good against her skin and the black brocade breeches would be
infinitely more comfortable than skirts. The high lesther boots would be a distinct improvement over her
dainty little shoes. The doublet and cloak were dso in rich black brocade, "the finest cloth available,” the
taillor had indsted. He had also indisted upon the "necessary lace adornments' about the collar, deeves
and boot tops, without which no proper gentleman could consider himsalf dressed. A dark red sash
would complete the ensemble, d ong with an ornately plumed hat that would fed much more comfortable
upon her head than that abominable wig. Attired in this manner, she would look like adashing,
well-to-do young cavalier. Thetailor was ecstatic when she ordered two more suits, identical in nature.
Stll, hewas not so ecstatic that his aesthetic sensibilities did not demand that he press upon her achange
in color at the very least, if not in cloth. It made little difference to her, so she ordered one suit in
burgundy and one in mauve. Ddlighted with himsdlf, thetailor threw in severd pairs of gauntletsin
matching shades and two extrabadricks. "Oh, and afull complement of handkerchiefs, aswdll," he
added, magnanimoudy. He thanked mademoiselle profusely for her business and promised that the
clothes would be ddlivered to her hotdl.

Andre spent the remainder of the morning driving around Paris. Hunter would be angry, but she
didn't care. After dl, it wasn't as though she was some pampered, hel pless woman wandering about Paris
alone and unprotected. She viewed the city from the safety of her carriage and she was perfectly capable
of protecting hersdlf if the need arose.

She didn't care for much of what she saw. Paris was dense and crowded and noisy beyond belief.
How wasit possible for peopleto livelikethis, like rabbitsin awarren? If thiswas an example of what
the future held in store for her, shewasn't at al certain that she wanted any part of it. Y &t, on the other
hand, there was amagjesty to Paris, a beauty and elegance that far surpassed anything she had ever seen
before. Asthe carriage passed the Louvre, she gasped. The Palaisdu Louvrewas afar, far cry from the
castle strongholds of her time. No builders of the 12th century would ever have been ableto achieve
such grandeur. Compared to Louis XI11, Prince John of Anjou was a peasant. The carriage took her
aong the Seine and she marveled at the Cathedral of Notre Dame, towering over dl the other buildings
on the Rue de la Cite. How had its builders been able to construct such amassive edifice; how had they
built the mgestic flying buttresses? If thiswas what the architects of the 17th century could achieve, what
wonders awaited her in the 27th? She drove through the Marais, where the Knights Templar had once
held their fief—alarge, vast fortress of atemple built in 1107. That reminded her of one Templar in
particular and, for amoment, there was asinking feding in her somach as sherecdled Sir Brian de
Bois-Guilbert, the man who had murdered her brother, Marcel. She had avenged her brother's death, but
it had not made the pain of her loss easier to bear. At present there was no trace of thetemple. The
Maraiswas now aresdential area, the squarefilled with red brick and white stone buildings three stories



high with window surrounds. On past |a Place Royal e, the carriage drove by the Badtille. The Bassin de
Parsend brought water from the Seine to the moat around the prison. Andre looked upon the massive
stone walls and thought of the people rotting within them, never again to seethelight of day. Hunter had
told her agreat dedl about Paris, but seeing it for herself made her redize for the first time just how
primitive she must seem to him, aman to whom this wondrous city would seem backward.

It was nearing noon and she decided it was time to turn back. There was still much more of the city
that she had yet to see, but there was no point to trying to seeit al in just one day. It would have been
impossible, at any rate. Asthey passed the Carmes-Dechaux, Andre directed the coachman to stop for a
while. Herewas asmall pocket of silencein the bustling city. She got out and walked dowly toward the
convent, alarge and windowless building surrounded by barren fields. Here, at least, there was
something of the flavor of her time. Shewalked adong the side of the building, running her hand along its
wall. Curioudy, athough she had done nothing for the past severa hours more strenuous than sitting in
the carriage, she felt exhausted. She would just rest here for amoment in the peaceful sllence of the
courtyard of the nunnery. As she cameto the corner of the building, dmost to theinner courtyard, she
heard the sound of running footsteps and hesitated. Foolishly, she had |eft her rapier behind in the
carriage, along with her dagger. She was unarmed. She spun around quickly, but the footsteps were not
coming from behind her. Cautioudly, she peeked around the corner.

The running figure burst into the courtyard and paused amoment, out of breeth. It was ayoung man,
blond and bedraggled, wearing old and dusty clothes and arapier that seemed far too long for him to
handle. He glanced quickly around the courtyard and his gaze fell upon an older man, with a bandaged
shoulder, dressed in the uniform of the king's musketeers, Sitting casually atop a hitching post and picking
at the mud upon hisbootswith hisrapier.

"| trust | am not late, Monsieur?' said the blond youth.

The musketeer dowly raised his head, while he continued prodding at his boot absently. "No, you are
quite punctud,” he said. "I, mysdlf, have only just arrived moments ago. | shall, however, have to beg
your indulgence for ashort while, as| have asked two friends of mine to be my seconds and, asyou can
see, they have not yet arrived.”

"Ah," said the young man. "Ah. Wdll. | must confessthat, snce | am new to Paris, | have no seconds,
Mongeur."

"What, none at all”? Do you not know anyonein Paris?’

"Well, Mongeur de Treville...."

"Yes, well, hewould hardly do, would he? The captain of the musketeersishardly in aposition to
disobey the edict against dudling. Well, | must say, thisismost irregular. Dueling with ayouth who hasno
seconds, not good for gppearances at al, | am afraid. I'll havethe air of aboy-dayer.”

"Not so much s0," said D'Artagnan, bowing dightly. "After adl, you do me the honor of drawing a
sword againgt mewhile you dill suffer from awounded shoulder. | am afraid it is| who shal suffer from
appearances, Mongeur, if | should kill aman whose wound prevented him from properly defending
himsdf."

"Well spoken. However, | shall take the left hand,” said the musketeer. "1 usualy do soin such
circumstances. | use both hands equally well and a left-handed swordsman can be quite troublesome to
onewhoisnot used toit. | fear that the disadvantage will be yours, Monsieur. | regret that | did not
informyou of it earlier.”

"That's quite consgderate of you, Monseur,” D'Artagnan said. "1 hope my inadvertent collison with
you earlier thisday has not overly aggravated your condition.”

"Well, you hurt me devilishly, but I'll survive. Thank you for your concern.”

"If I may, Monseur," D'Artagnan said, "my mother has given me awondrous basam with miraculous
hedling properties. | am certain that, in three daystime, it would effect a cure upon your wound and then,
when you arelessinconvenienced, | would still be honored to cross swords with you."

"Well, that isagenerous offer, indeed,” said the musketeer, "not that | would accept it for amoment,
but it savors of agentleman aleague off. It seemsthat you are not at al theill-mannered lout | took you
for. I'm dmost sorry that I'm going to haveto kill you. Merde. Where are those two?"



Listening to this exchange of courtesies, Andre was pleased to note that chivalry still seemed divein
the 17th century. She decided to linger and watch the outcome of this meeting.

"If you arein haste, Monsieur, and anxious to dispatch me at once," D'Artagnan said, "pray do not
inconvenience yoursdlf. | stand ready.”

"Well spoken once again,” said the musketeer. "I'm rather beginning to like you, young man. No, |
think well wait for my secondsto arrive, if you don't mind. It would be the proper thing to do. Ah, here
comes one of them right now."

Andre saw a stout, swarthy-looking man dressed flamboyantly in a cerulean blue doublet, crimson
velvet cloak and gold-worked baldrick strut into the courtyard. The young man seemed quite surprised at
his appearance.

"What? Is your second Monsieur Porthos?' he asked the musketeer.

"Yes" said the musketeer. "Why, isthat not acceptable to you?”

"Oh, no, not at al," D'Artagnan said. "'I'm perfectly agreegble.”

"And here comes—"

"Monsieur Aramis," D'Artagnan finished for him. A tall, handsome, dim man gpproached. Hewas
dressed more smply, in dark hues, and he had a somewhat pale look about him. He wore adelicate, thin
moustache and he moved with an air of graceful nonchaance.

"Y ou know Aramis?' said Athos.

"Only inamanner of spesking,” said D'Artagnan, weakly.

"What, Athod" Porthos said. "Don't tell me this isthe man you're going to fight?"

"Yes" sad Athos, "he—"

"But heistheman | anto fight, aswell!"

"But not until one o'clock,” said D'Artagnan, somewhat sheepishly.

"But | am tofight him, also!" said Aramis.

D'Artagnan cleared histhroat uneasily. "Ah, yes, a two o'clock, Monsieur.”

Andre, watching from conced ment, suppressed a chuckle.

Athosraised hiseyebrows. "It seemsyou've had quite abusy morning, my friend,” he said to
D'Artagnan. "And to think, you've only just arrived in Paris."

"Widl, now that you three gentlemen are here together,” said D'Artagnan, "permit meto offer you my
excuses”

Athosfrowned. " See here, young man," he said, "thisisamost serious matter. If you—"

"Oh, no, you misunderstand me," said D'Artagnan. "l only meant to offer my excusesin the event that
I an killed before | can givedl of you your satisfaction, for Monsieur Athos hastheright to kill mefirg,
you see, and then Monsieur Porthos would come second and you, Monsieur Aramis, would be the third.
| merely wish to gpologizein advancein case | do not last out the afternoon.”

"Very nicdy said," said Porthos. " See here, Athos, what isyour quarrel with thislad?"

"Totell thetruth, I'm not surel recdll,” said Athos. "He hurt my shoulder, | think; it arose somehow
out of that."

"And what isyour quarrel with him?" Aramis asked Porthos.

"Why, it's...it's... Damn me, I'veforgotten! But it is of no matter, whatever it was, well sttleit
between ourselves. And what of you?'

"Ah, well, it was amatter of some delicacy—"

"Come, come, gentlemen,” said Athos, "we're wasting time. For al we know, this youngster has
other appointments to keep, at three, four and five o'clock, no doubt.”

"On the contrary, Mongieur,” D'Artagnan said, with some dight embarrassment. "l am at your
disposd for the remainder of the afternoon.” He drew his sword. "And now, if you're quite ready...."

"Not now, not now," said Aramis. "The cardind's guards, the cardind's guards! Sheathe swords,
gentlemen, quickly!"

Andre saw a company of red cloaked men-at-arms approaching quickly. At first, she was puzzled by
thelast remark she overheard, and then she recalled that the one named Athos had mentioned something
about there being an edict against duding. She felt disappointed. She had been looking forward to a



display of swordsmanship, so that she might assess her own skillsin relation to those of these men.

"Aha, what have we here?' said the leader of the guards. "Musketeers dudling then, isit? And what's
become of the edicts, eh?"

"Peace, Jussac," Athos said. "We were merely about to settle some small private matters. | promise
you, were our roles reversed, we would not interfere with you in your own business.”

"But you would not have to answer to the cardina, Monsieur Athos" Jussac said. "No, | am afraid
that | cannot dlow it. | will have to ask you to sheathe your swords and follow me."

"I'm afraid that would beimpossible,” said Athos.

"You refuse, then?"

"I'm afrad we mugt.”

"l warnyou, g, if you refuse to go along peaceably, wewill have to charge you.”

"Five againg three," said Porthos, dryly. "Hardly the best of odds, | would say."

"Fveagandg four," D'Artagnan said, stepping closer tothem. “That is, if you'll dlow me.”

"Weéll dlow you, well dlow you," Porthos said.

"Just one moment,” Athossaid. "Heis not amusketeer. Thisisnone of hisaffair, you know."

Aramiscleared histhroat. "Uh, Athos, in case it has escaped your notice, there are five of them.”

"But moments ago, we were to duel with him,” said Athos.

"Just 0," sad Porthos. "We can kill him later, if you wish."

"Come, come, gentlemen,” said Jussec. "What isit to be?"

"What isyour name, young fellow?" Athossaid.

"D'Artagnen.”

"Well," he sad, glancing a the oversized rapier, "I hope you know how to usethat thing.”

"But not too well," said Porthos, remembering their prior engagement.

The three musketeers drew their swords. "All for one,” said Athos. The guards charged. "The hell
withit," he said and sidestepped Jussac's rush.

Andre watched what followed with agreat ded of interest and not alittle amusement. The
combatants used the Florentine style, meaning that one hand held the rapier while the other used a
dagger, but to say that there was any style to their combat was to stretch dl definitions of the term. There
was none of the graceful intricacy which, according to Hunter, characterized the art of fencing. Ashe
might have said it himsdlf, instead of swash and buckle, it was more like dash and flall. Of dl of them,
only Jussac and Athos displayed some semblance of the finer points of swordsmanship. Jussac's manner
of fighting was the closest to the classical form, whereas Athos fought with aminimum of motion and
wasted effort, a sharp contrast to his comrades. Aramis moved like a dancer, using hisfootwork to
compensate for hislack of strength. He played his opponent like atoreador working abull, deflecting the
guard's blade and moving gracefully sdeways, causing the man's own forward momentum to carry him
past, whereupon Aramiss blade would describe alightning-quick series of overly flamboyant arabesques
over the guard's exposed back and buttocks. Not one was akilling stroke, but the cumulative effect of al
those pretty dasheswould, if continued, result in his opponent bleeding to desth.

Porthos was literaly comical to watch. His movements were exaggerated, jerky, and he appeared to
fight as though he were aman in abject panic. Y &, instead of fear, there was an expression of intense
concentration on hisface, forehead deeply furrowed, eyebrows knitted, tongue protruding dightly from
his mouth. His footwork was that of alumbering plough horse, ponderous and clumsy, and he looked as
though at any moment he would trip over his own two feet. Histhrusts and dashes were the most
pronounced of dl the fighters.

Athos, by contrast, appeared totally relaxed and insouciant. He was economy personified and he
allowed his opponent to cometo him, preferring to work close. Andre soon saw the reason why. At very
close quarters, the bullish strength of the elder musketeer was a decisive advantage. He used his dagger
sparingly, but when he did it was either to bludgeon his opponent with its blunt end or to attempt a stab
into the upper torso. Curioudy, he seemed unconcerned about his defense and, though he had avoided
his opponent's rush a him and disposed of the next guard quickly, Andre saw how a skilled swordsman,
wary of being lured in close, could take advantage of his careless guard.



Of them dl, the blond youth named D'Artagnan was the most interesting to watch. He, done,
disdained to use adagger. In fact, he didn't seem to have one, though he did not seem to suffer fromiits
absence. Hisstyle, if styleit could be caled, was the most peculiar, yet by the same token, it wasthe
most effective. Quite obvioudy, the guards had never come across anyone who used his sword in quite
the same manner as he did and they seemed at alossto dedl with him. He used hisfree hand to
aternately take atwo-handed grip upon his oversized rapier and to wrench his opponents about as
though he were awrestler. Andre had to chuckle as she saw him deal with two of the guards at once. He
parried the thrust of the first with a vicious back-handed two-hand blow, using hisrapier dmost as
though it were a quarterstaff. His parry dmost spun the guard around completely and, as the second
guard came at him, D'Artagnan stepped in close to thefirgt, his hand darting out to grasp him by the
throat. Unprepared for this unorthodox maneuver, the first guard was momentarily shocked, giving
D'Artagnan just enough time to parry the thrust of the second guard, then dam akneeinto thefirst
guard's groin. The man sagged and D'Artagnan rel eased him, to concentrate his attention upon the
second guard. With abizarre, two-handed circular parry, he brought the guard's rapier around and down
to touch the ground. Then he stepped upon it and lunged in to smash the guard of hisrapier into the man's
face. A quick thrust and it was over; then he was rushing to help Porthos with his man.

Porthos gratefully relinquished his opponent to D'Artagnan, who attacked with exuberance and a
boyish glee, grinning from ear to ear. In seconds, Jussac found himsdlf sorely beset. Athos, having killed
his man, joined Porthos, who was |eaning againg the hitching post and mopping hisforehead with a
handkerchief.

"Would that | could help him," Porthos said, breething heavily, "but my breskfast till weighs heavily
upon me and | fear that | am all worn out. Besides, he doesn't seem to require my assistance. God, did
you see that? What aghastly blow! I've never seen thelike of it! He handles his sword asthough it were
agarden hoel"

"I would hate to be hisgarden, then,” said Athos, dryly. "Thelad fights amusingly, but devilishly well.
Thethought that | wasto dud with him gives me acute discomfort.”

The guard matched up with Aramis, hisuniformin taiters, was s destepped by Aramisagain and this
time, taking advantage of his own forward momentum, he chose to continue in the same direction, taking
flight and running directly toward Andre. She moved back into the shadows and pressed herself against
thewall. He kept running until he was dmost abreast of Andre, a which point he stopped, turned, and
removed apistol from hisbdt. AsD'Artagnan ran Jussac through the shoulder, the guard stretched out
hisarm and took careful aim. Andre stepped out from the shadows and kicked high, knocking his pistol
off the mark even as hefired. The ball went wide. The combination of being unaccustomed to her skirts
and shoes and the dickness of the ground beneath her caused Andreto lose her balance and sit down
hard into the muck, composed of mud from recent rain and the leavings of ahorse which had earlier
relieved itself upon that spot.

The look of rage upon the guard's face changed abruptly to one of immense frustration when he saw
who had interfered with him. He sputtered incoherently for amoment, then caught his bresth long enough
to say, "Really, Mademoisdlel" Hetucked his pistol back into his sash and took off at arun. Sitting on
the ground, Andre sniffed and wrinkled her nose.

"Look at that!" said Aramis. "Anangd inthemud”

"Shesaved my life" said Athos.

"No, no, you are mistaken,” Porthos said. "That shot wasaimed a me."

"Y ou are both wrong," said Aramis, "it was my life that she saved.”

"No, but clearly, it wasmine," D'Artagnan said. "That guard was aiming straight at me."

"Don't beridiculous," said Aramis. ™Y our back was turned, how could you see?'

"Neverthdess, it was | who wasthetarget,” said D'Artagnan.

"My friend," said Porthos, "it isamiracle, indeed, that you are an accomplished swordsman, for
clearly you are blind. I tell you, it was me she saved!”

"Gentlemen, gentlemen,” said Aramis, "this matter can be settled easily. Let usgo and pull thelady
from the mud and ask her whom she meant to save.”



Athos tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. There was no sign of Andre.

Whilethey had been arguing, Andre had quickly made her way back to her carriage, directing the
coachman to take her back to the Luxembourg Hotel. The coachman had raised his eyebrows when he
saw her al covered with filth, but he made no comment. He was being well paid and if the lady choseto
have an assignation in apuddle of manure, that was no concern of his. The recreationa pursuits of the
jaded well-to-do made little sense to him and he really didn't care. He counted himsdlf fortunate to be
employed.

Andre ignored the stares and wrinkled noses as she entered the lobby of the L uxembourg and made
her way back to her rooms. She knew that Hunter would be furious. Doubtless, he had returned by now
to find her gone with no word of explanation left. She had taken the carriage and some of their money
and now shewas returning, soiled and smelly, after having been gone al morning and much of the
afternoon. She prepared herself to face his anger. Pausing at the door to their apartment, she took a deep
breath and entered. There was no sign of Hunter. Relieved, she went into the bedroom to change her
clothes.

Hunter wasin bed, with the covers pulled up over hishead. Quietly, so as not to wake him, she
tiptoed to the closet. Then she noticed that the clean white sheets were stained with crimson. Shejerked
back the covers.

Hunter's throat was dashed from ear to ear.

5

Moreau's Tavern was anoisy, friendly place, patronized mostly by the members of the working class
and, on occasion, by gentlemen in search of some diversion. It was arough-hewn sort of place, with
cracked white wals, one of which was decorated with amura placed there by aloca artist with a
decidedly erotic bent, chegp and sturdy furniture (the better to survive the occasiona donnybrook) and
heavy-timbered ceiling. M oreau's establishment was atavern in search of acharacter and, in that,
perhaps, lay its charm. Elderly men played chess at quiet tablesin the corners, younger men played
cards, gentlemen rubbed shoulders with common laborers asthey drank their fill, and progtitutes solicited
the patrons, abeit very politely and in a subdued, indirect manner. Moreau would not alow it any other
way.

The aging seaman held court in his establishment with acharm and joie de vivre that made histavern
apopular spot, and he was tolerant of the excesses of his patrons, but only to a point. Although he was
sxty-two years old, Moreau was dill as strong as an ox and one did not argue with him unless one were
deeply in his cups and, in such a case, the conclusion of such an argument could be sobering in the
extreme,

Messrs. Dumas and D'Laine inquired asto the roomstheir friend, Monsieur Legault, had arranged
for them and Moreau had them sign the register for one of severa rooms he let out on the tavern's
second floor. Lucas raised his eyebrows when he saw Finnsignin as Monsieur F. D'Laine.

"Wel, if you can be Alexander Dumas, | can be Francois D'Laine, so long aswe're posing as
Frenchmen.”

"But D'Artagnan dready knowsyou as Delaney,” Lucas protested.

"So?If weruninto him again, I've Frenchified my name for the sake of convenience.”

"Frenchified!"

"Whatever."

Their room was spartan, nothing more than four walls, a couple of ramshackle beds, asmall table,
and abasin.

"If you'll be wanting anything more, it'sextra," said Moreau.

Lucas assured him that if they needed anything, they would let him know.

"No food before eight o'clock,” Moreau said, "and none after nine at night. And therell be no eating
inthe rooms, if you please. If you're hungry, you come downgtairs and get fed in the tavern. I'm trying to



keep the rats down." He pointed at the foot of the bed in the corner. " Chamber pot is under there. When
you're done, you fling it out the window in the hdl, into the dley. Don't leaveit Stting, stinking up the
place. | run aclean establishment.”

"So | see" said Lucas, eyeing alarge roach asit scuttled across the floor. Moreau spat and hit the
roach dead on, dowing its progress only for amoment. He shrugged.

"Theres ill afew around, but I'm getting rid of 'em.”

"How?" said Finn.

"Snakes," Moreau replied. "Bought three of 'em from asailor friend of mine. Don't you worry,
though; they're not the poisonous sort. Y ou find onein your bed, just tossit out upon the floor.”

"The snakeswill egt therats, | think," said Lucas, "but | don't believe they'll eat the roaches."

"You sure?'

"l think s0."

"Hmmph. That explainsit, then. | was wondering why there were still o many of them. What ests
roaches, then?'

"Lizards"

"Lizards!"

"Lizards"

Moreau seemed to consider this amoment, then he shook hishead. "No, then I'll be up to my earsin
lizards"

"The snakeswill eat thelizards" Finn suggested.

"And then I'll till havethe roaches," Moreau said. "What's the point?"

"It does seem to pose adilemma,” Lucas said, "unlessyou get rid of the snakes. But then you'll have
therats."

Moreau considered thisaswell, then grunted. "I'll take the roaches."

"Wisechoice" said Finn.

That night, helet out ayel and Lucas was out of hisbed in an instant, rapier at the ready. Looking
sheepish, Finn dropped a king snake down onto the floor. It dithered off somewhere into the shadows.
"Springtimein Paris," Finn mumbled, sourly.

In the morning, someone knocked upon their door.

"Whoisit?' Lucassad.

"Ratcatcher," said avoice from beyond the door.

"Weve dready got one," Finn said.

L ucas opened the door to reveal agnarled and bent old man dressed in rags and smelling of garlic.
He carried acloth sack draped over his shoulder and aclub-shaped stick in hisleft hand. He wasfilthy
and his nose was running. He brushed past L ucas and entered the room.

"I'm afrald—" L ucas began, then stopped when the old man suddenly straightened, moving his
shouldersto loosen the kinks.

"Mongoose," sad the smelly old man.

"Mon—" Lucas hdted in mid-word, then peered hard at the stranger. "'I'll be damned.”

"That'sapretty good disguise,” said Finn, wrinkling hisnose.

"I'm paid to be alot more than 'pretty good,’ Mr. Delaney," the agent said. He scratched himself.
"Damnlice”

"Must berough,” said Lucas, sympatheticaly.

"It is rough, Captain, but it'sthe work | do best."

"God bless America," said Finn.

Mongoose looked at him for amoment, then an amused smile appeared on hisface. "Working for a
spook stings your professiond pride, doesit?' he said.

"Let'sjust say I'm lessthan happy with the arrangement,” Finn said.

"I think | can understand that,” Mongoose said. "Y our dossiers were delivered to me yesterday. |
memorized them, then destroyed them. In your particular case, there was quite alot written between the
lines. | think | know you, Delaney. We spooks are only supposed to do the groundwork, after all, right?



Then you red pros comein to clean the Situation up. Isn't that how it's supposed to work?' He grinned.
"It might interest you to know that we have alot in common. | wasin the Corps myself and | dso flunked
out of RCS. My final thesswasjust abit too controversid, so | didn't make the grade, but I'm not bitter.
| expected it. Just between you and me, I'm not that crazy about the agency mysdf. Too many diehards
and nut cases."

"And where do you fit in?' said Delaney. "What'sin it for you?'

Mongoose shrugged his shoulders. A certain amount of thrill-seeking entersinto it, | guess, but
modly, it'sthelifestyle

"Thelifestyle?' Lucassaid.

"| get bored rather easily,” said Mongoose. "Playing the same game all thetime getstiresome. | likeit
when the ruleskeep changing.”

Finn raised hiseyebrows. "Y ou'retdling me you'reinit for the sport?

Mongoose smiled. "If you like. | suppose that's as good away of saying it as any, athough I'm not
much on sportsmanship, if you know what | mean. | play to win. But it's not much of achallengeif the
game'stoo easy.”

"Jesus Chrigt," said Finn.

"Y ou know, that's one scenario | haven't played yet,” the agent said. "1've always wondered what it
would be liketo infiltrate the postles. | doubt I'll ever get that chance, though. Theré's acertain extreme
sengtivity about some historica scenarios.”

Finn glanced a L ucas. "Ishekidding?'

Lucaslooked worried. "l don't know," he said. He glanced at Mongoose. "Are you?'

" think s0," said the agent. He grinned. "But I'm not redlly certain. The idea does have some
intriguing possibilities, doesnt it?!

"l don't know who scares me more," Delaney said, "you or the Timekeepers.”

The agent chuckled. "The Timekeepers have acause. They're fanaticswith atwisted idealism, but it's
idedlism just the same. That makes them amateurs. I'm apro.”

"|dedlism doesn't matter, then?" said Finn. "History doesn't count for anything?'

"Higory lies,” said Mongoose. Y ou should know that better than anyone. It dways has and it dways
will. Higtory iswritten by the winnersto glorify their victoriesand if thelosers ever have anything to say,
they explain away defeat in whatever manner makes them look more dignified. If dignity ispossible. If it
isn't, then they make omissions. Weve dl seen things that never made the history books. Right and
wrong depends on point of view. I'm not especidly interested in the mora implications of what | do.
Mordity istotaly subjective. To athug who worships the goddess Kali, murder isamoral act. Toa
Communigt, the end judtifies the means. And in ademaocracy, mgority rule meansthat the minority will be
oppressed. Idedism? History? Neither is absolute. The nature of reality depends on the observer.”

"God hdp us," Finn said, "a philosopher spy.”

"In our profession, aphilosophica attitude can be a definite asset,” the agent said, his voice betraying
hisamusement. "What is an intelligence operdtive, after dl, but one who seeksto be enlightened?”

"Y ou're not a philosopher, Mongoose," Lucas said. "Y ou'reacynic.”

"Ah, yes," the agent said, leaning back againgt thewall and crossing hislegs beneath him on thefloor.
"The condemnation of the righteous. In Oscar Wildeswords, ‘A cynic is one who knows the price of
everything and the value of nothing.' Well, when it comesto what | do, the price of failureisusudly
desth. And | happen to place avery high value on my life. Now, diverting asit is discussing metaphysics
with you, gentlemen, we do have certain mattersto attend to. Our friends demands have been rejected
and the game is about to begin in earnest. And to begin with, | think we can turn your blunder into our
advantage.”

"What blunder?' Finn said.

"Y our encounter with our friend, D'Artagnan,” Mongoose said. "Or had you forgotten how you
amogt prevented his run-in with the Count de Rochefort?"

"Oh, that," said Finn.

"Yes, that," said Mongoose. "Unfortunate, but not a disaster, by any means. | had hoped that



Rochefort's party would arrive before he showed up and | would be able to contact you, but things didn't
work out al that badly. | want you to keep tabs on him. Thefact that he knows you will make it that
much esser.”

"I don't think helll be very well disposed toward us after we ran out on him likethat,” said Lucas.

"Who saysyou ran out on him?' said Mongoose. "Y our story isthat you legped vdiantly to his
defense the moment | bashed him with that chair. Y ou fought bravely, but you were overwhelmed and
taken into custody. Delaney was dightly wounded in the process.”

"But | wasn't wounded,” said Delaney. "I mean, I'm not."

Mongoose produced alaser and aimed it at Finn.

"Hey! Areyou crazy?"

A bright shaft of pencil-thin light lanced out at him, scarring his cheek on theright Sde.

"To add verismilitude," said Mongoose. "The girlsin Heidelberg would love you. It looks rather
dashing, if | do say so mysdif."

"Y ou miserable son of abitch, I'll—" Finn stopped when he saw the laser pointed at him till, the
agent's thumb on the beam-intensity control stud.

"A little cosmetic surgery and you'll be as good as new," said Mongoose. "Assuming you behave
yourself and don't give me any trouble. | told you before, | play to win."

"And werethe pawns, isthat it?' Lucas sad.

"To paraphrase Lord Tennyson, 'yours not to reason why, yours but to do." Well hope it doesn't
cometo die. Now if you'll St down, Delaney, and keep your hands where | can see them, well
continue.”

Delaney sat down on the bed, holding his cheek gingerly, glowering at the agent.

"Thank you. Now, D'Artagnan was gtill unconscious when we left, so hell never know what redlly
trangpired. Should he ask, and he undoubtedly will, you'l tell him that you managed to escape en route to
Paris. Y ou weren't pursued, doubtless because Rochefort didn't think that you were worth the trouble.
When you see him, you'll be overjoyed to learn that that blow didn't kill him, asyou thought it had. | want
you to encourage hisfriendship, in the course of which you'l certainly meet the three musketeers. | want
you to encourage their friendship, aswell. If anyone should ask, you have found employment with
Monsieur de Levasseur, awedthy shipping merchant from Le Havre who occasionally staysin Parisand
keeps apartments here for that purpose. Heis currently absent from Paris and you are the custodians of
his apartments and the possessonstherein.”

"Wheat if he should return to Parisand run into us?' said Lucas.

"Then hewill greet you warmly and acknowledge you,” said Mongoose, | an Monsieur de
Levassaur.”

"Sincewhen?'

"Sincethismorning,” said the agent. "1 arrived in Paris at the crack of dawn, established mysdf at the
Luxembourg Hotel, impressed them with my financia resources, then departed on pressing businesswith
some peoplein the Marais. | informed the people at the hotel that they can expect you shortly, that you
will be representing my businessinterestsin Paris. When you arrive, you'll explain that my businesstook
me back to Le Havre unexpectedly, but that you will be remaining in Peris, a the Luxembourg, as my
principas. That will give you asomewhat more comfortable and more secure base of operations and
provide you with acover a the sametime."

"Just one question,” Lucas said. "If we follow this plan you've outlined, our cover will beblownina
matter of days. Y ou redlize that, don't you? D'Artagnan had no friends when he arrived in Paris.
Higtorically, we don't exist. If we establish ardationship with D'Artagnan and the musketeers, we might
aswael be announcing our presence hereto the terrorists.”

"If the Timekeepers planned disruption involves the three musketeers, then your arrival on the scene
will definitdly make them nervous,” said the agent. "However, history has never been totaly complete.
There are the inevitable undocumented details. They won't be sure about you. On the one hand, you
might very well be exactly what you appear to be. On the other, you might be agents from the 27th
century. They won't be certain and that will make them nervous. Nervous people make mistakes. That's



what I'm counting on.”

"That'swhat | thought,” said Lucas. "l can see why you're so fond of these people, Finn," he said
sarcadtically. "He's setting us up. We're the bait to flush out the Timekeepers.”

"Wl you can fucking well forget that noise" said Finn, rising to hisfeet angrily. "That wasn't part of
the dedl. Thisis supposed to be your ballgame, Mongoose, or whatever the hell your nameis. Y ou seem
to forget that we're not company men. We're soldiers. And damn expensive soldiers, at that, too damn
expensive to be used as judas goats in your espionage games. Thisis supposed to bea TIA show. |
didn't likeit, but those were the orders. We're here just in case you people blow it. We're not even
supposed to beinvolved in your investigation.”

"That'swhere you're wrong, Delaney,” Mongoose said. "Y ou're already involved. Y ou stepped into
the game when you interfered in Meung and involved yoursdlf with D'Artagnan. That was your mistake,
not mine. It was your respongbility. Y oure going to haveto liveuptoit.”

"Noway."

"Y ou haven't got much choice, Delaney.” The agent got to hisfeet. Y ou either do it my way or I'll
blow your cover myself. The Timekeepers are here, there's no question of that, and knowing the way
they work, I'll stake my reputation on the fact that they've manuevered themsalvesinto positions that will
enable them to strike at key figuresin this scenario. My job isto intercept them and | can't do that unless
they reved themsdaves. I'm not about to have a couple of commandos comein to clean up my mistakes. |
don't make mistakes."

"Listen here" said Lucas, "what do you think thisis, someinteragency competition? Some sort of
intramura game? We've got a potential timestream split here and you're worried about your record?’

The agent headed for the door. "Let's get onething clear,” he said. "Thisis my show and | cdl the
shots. And I'm going to call them as| see them. 1'd appreciate your cooperation, but remember one
thing—I don't need it. Y ou either work with me or you work for me, it'supto you."

"Or wework againg you," Finn said.

The agent held up hislaser casudly. "I wouldn't advise that. These are periloustimes. Keegp in mind
that adjustments are your specidty, gentlemen. Assassination's mine."

There was a soft knock at the door. For the second time that day, Andre panicked. She was not
normaly given to that emation, but her emotions had been strained to the breaking point. Earlier that day,
there had been another knock at the door to the apartments and her heart was in her mouth as she
answered it. It was only amessenger from the tailor shop, ddlivering her clothes. She had been ableto
keep him out of the gpartment, but she had been afraid that the boy would sill sense that something was
amiss. Hunter's body had been lying in the bedroom for two days. There had been no chanceto get rid
of it, no way of removing it without being discovered. It had been dl that she could do to keep the maids
out of theroom. Theliewasthat "Monsieur Laporte” was very ill and could not be disturbed.

For two days, she had been in something like a state of shock. Who had killed him? Why? Nothing
had been stolen. Had Hunter enemiesin Paris, in thistime? If so, why had he not warned her? Or
perhaps he had, when he told her to remain in the hotel unless he accompanied her. What had happened?
And worse than the shock of finding him dead, worse than not knowing why he had been killed or by
whom, was the redization that she was now entirely done, trgpped in an unfamiliar city, in an unfamiliar
time, with no way of escape. Sheliteraly had no placeto go.

Cautioudly, her nervesragged, she went up to the door.

"Whoisit?' Her voice seemed shrill to her. She swallowed hard, trying to calm herself.

"Doctor Jacques Benait," came the soft reply, "to see Monsieur Laporte.”

Sheleaned against the door with relief. It was aname she knew. Jacques Benoit—Jack
Bennett—Hunter's friend. The man who was the reason for their journey to thistime. Surely, he'd know
what to do. She had no one else to turn to. Quickly, she opened the door and pulled him inside.

The old man looked confused. He had come to see an old friend and he now found himself facing an
extremely agitated young woman dressed in nothing save her undergarments. His eyestook in the harried
look that spoke of little, if any, deep. He noticed the uncharacteristicaly short blonde hair, worninamae



fashion, the flushed cheeks, the nervous perspiration on her forehead. Then his professiona senses took
over and he saw deeper, or rather, he observed more closdly. He noticed the woman's bearing, her
unusua muscular development, her dightly bowlegged stance that spoke of years spent in the saddle. He
saw her hands, which were not the hands of a pampered Parisienne, but the hands of one who worked at
hard and possibly brutal labor. The calluses and scarstold atae of violence and surviva.

She, inturn, saw awithered, kindly, avuncular old man with gray hair and crow'sfeet, wrinkled skin,
and dightly stooped posture and her heart sank. How could this grandfatherly old man be of any help to
her? Then her years of soldiering took over and she saw something el se, which the casual observer might
miss. Hiseyes. They were dert, sharp, distressingly blue, and deeply observant. He was taking her
measure even as she took his.

"What isit?' said Jack Bennett. "Whereishe?' He spoke in English.

She shut the door quickly, locked it, then jerked her head toward the bedroom. Before he reached
the door, the old man knew. The knowledge stopped him in histracks like a hammerblow.

"Oh, my God," he said, softly. "How long?"

"Two days"

"Sweet Jesus." He pulled back the sheet and his eyes becamefilled with pain at the sight. "It was
because of me," he said, hisvoice hollow. "It was dl my fault. He couldn't have known."

"He couldn't have known what?" said Andre.

"Hewasin the wrong place at thewrong time," said Bennett. "And they killed him for it. Because of
"Who killed him? Why? What had you to do with it? Speak, and be quick about it!"

Bennett turned and saw her standing in the door, arapier in her hand. Under other circumstances, it
might have been acomica or maybe even an erotic sight, a striking-looking woman in her underclothing,
standing in the doorway to the bedroom with asword in her right hand. But it was neither funny nor
erotic. The soldier in Jack Bennett, though he had not fought in years, knew at once that this woman was
extremey dangerous.

"Who areyou?' hesad, gently.

"AndredelaCroix."

"Y ou speak English very well, but it's not your native language. And your French, from thelittle |
heard, islessthan perfect. Are you underground?’

She frowned for amoment, then remembered. "That was the purpose for our journey here. Hunter
cameto seek you out.”

"Y ou're arecent deserter, then. | thought as much.”

"Y ou thought wrong," she said. "'l was never apart of the armies of the future. | am aBasque whose
timeisover four hundred years distant.”

"Good Lord. YoureaD.P.," said Bennett, astonished.

"Whet?'

"A displaced person. And Hunter brought you here to join the underground, to receive an implant?’

She nodded.

"Y ou must be an extraordinary young woman," Bennett said. "' can imagine what you must have been
going through these past two days.”

"I need your help,” shesaid.

"You haveit. It'sthe very least that | can do. God. Poor Hunter."

"Who did this?" Andre said. "Why was he killed? Y ou say it was on your account?'

"I'm afraid s0," Bennett said. "It must have been an accident. A horrible misunderstanding. Therewas
no way he could have known. They must have thought that he was someone else. Y es, there could be no
other explanation. They—"

"Who?" shouted Andre. "What kind of misunderstanding could have led to this? What could he not
have known? Tdl me, thisingtant!"

Bennett stared at her. "Yes, I'll tell you. | can't condoneit any longer. They've gonetoo far. I've
made aterrible mistake and now my friend of many years has paid for it. I'll tell you, but | don't know

me.



what in God's name we can do abouit it now."

"Preciouslittle, I'm afraid,” said another voice. Andre saw Bennett's eyes widen even before the man
gpoke and she was aready spinning around to face the threst, but she wastoo late. She felt asharp blow
to her side and sheféll into the bedroom, off balance and carried by the momentum of the kick to land a
Bennett'sfeet. Therapier fell from her hand and clattered to the floor. Shelunged for it, but Bennett
stopped her.

"Don't!" he said, stepping on the sword with hisfoot.

"Areyou mad?'

"I'd listen to the good doctor if | wereyou," the man said. She saw thelittle tubein hisright hand. It
was awegpon, one she didn't understand, but she knew what it could do. Hunter had shown her once. A
deadly light that could cut through stedl. The same light that had burned through the lock on her door
could burn through her flesh as easily asa hot knife passing through fresh butter.

"A good thing Adrian decided to keep tabs on you, Doc," theterrorist said. " Seems like your
commitment's dipping. We can't have that.”

"L et the woman go, Siivera," Bennett said. " She doesn't know anything.”

"But you were about to fix that, weren't you?' said Silvera. "No, you're expendable, Doc, but I'm
afraid she'snot. | got her partner, but Adrian's going to want thislady alive. We need to find out how
many more of them there are, and where they are, and what they know."

"Shel's not an agent!” Bennett said.

"You'l haveto do better than that, Doc.”

"She'snat, | tell you! And neither was he," he said, pointing a Hunter's body. "He was afriend of
minel Hewasin the underground!”

Silveranodded. "That's what he kept saying. It makes for agood cover, doesn't it? He was good, I'll
give himthat. Hedidn't talk. But | think the lady will. Adrian'salittle better at persuason than | am.”

"Slvera, listen tome! You're making amistake, | swear it! Kill me, if you must, but let her go. She
doesn't know athing, she'saD.P., she'sharmlessto you!"

"Then why were you going to tell her everything?' Silverasaid. "'If she's not an agent, what good
would it have done? Sorry, Doc, I'm afraid you're not very good at this game. It'stoo bad, redly. You've
been very he pful—"

For amoment, his eyes were not on Andre. That moment was al she needed. She reached behind
her quickly, to the back of her neck, where hung adim dagger in a sheath suspended from athong. In
onefast motion, she drew the dagger and hurled it. It buried itsdf in the terrorist’s larynx. Hefell, gurgling
horribly, the laser beam cutting a crooked swath across the ceiling. She leaped to her feet and ran over to
thefdlen terrorist, kicking the deadly tube out of his hand. Then she knedled by him, grasped the knife,
and gave avicious, Sdeways dash. Hunter was avenged.

Bennett stared at her, hisjaw hanging dack. Andre went over to him and shook him, getting some
blood on his shirt. "We cannot stay here," she said. "I understand none of this, but | understand the
danger dl too well. Collect your wits, Jack Bennett. We must flee.”

Bennett came out of it. "Y es, you're quiteright, we must. | have friendswho will hide us. But we can't
smply cut and run. We can't leave two bodies to be found in your apartment. Well have troubles enough
without being sought for murder.”

"What do you propose?’

"That we leave quietly, normaly. That we pay your bill and move out, with dl your things." He
thought amoment. "Hunter has arranged other quartersfor you. Y ou'll be staying with friends, something
of the sort. Well have to clean up the mess as best we can.”

"And what of the corpses?' Andre said.

Bennett bent down and picked up Silveraslaser. "It is both aweapon and a surgeon'stool,” he said,
"athough | dread the use to which we must put it now." He pulled one of the clothing chestsinto the
center of the room. "Usethe sheetsto linethischest,” he said. "And well sprinkle lots of perfumeon. ..
the contents. It should help to hide the smdll. | hope. Perhapsit would be best if you left the room. The
sght will not be pleasant.”



"You'll need help to pack the pieces,” Andre said.

"Will you be ableto stand it?"

"I've seen blood before," she said. "1 will try not to think whose body were dismembering. If it must
be done, then let's set to it. The sooner we quit this place, the better.”

"l wasright," said Bennett. "Y ou are an extraordinary woman."

Finn and Lucas moved to one side to let the porters carrying the heavy chests pass. Lucas wrinkled
his nose as one chest went by. It reeked of perfume and the smell was powerful enough to make his head
swim.

"God, what astink!" he said.

"It covers up the body odor," Finn said, chuckling. "And theré's one lady that must smell like
something died ingde her."

"Chrigt, Finn, that smell was bad enough.”

"Shhh, I think here comes the perfumed doll hersdf,” said Finn.

They moved to the left side of the gairs, dlowing the old man and the young woman to pass by on
their right. His clothes were shabby compared to her ornate and obvioudy very expensive dress.

"There goes one father whose little girl will send him to the poorhouse," Finn said, turning to Lucas.

Lucas was standing on the stairs, looking after the old man and the young woman.

Finn chuckled. "Y es, she's very pretty, but can you stand her fragrance?’

"That'snot it," said Lucas, thoughtfully. "That woman. ... I've seen her somewhere, I'm certain of it."

"Probably reminds you of someold flame," said Finn.

"No, I've seen that face before," said Lucas. "But | just cant...." He shook his head.

"Areyou sure?' said Finn.

"I'm amogt positive. But it just won't click. Thereé's something. ..." He frowned.

"Must beacoincidence,” said Finn. "Hell, who do we know in 17th-century Paris?'

"Not in 17th-century Paris," Lucas said, "but somewhere ese. | just don't remember where."

"You're not kidding, areyou?'

"I'mtdling you, Finn, I know that face!"

"That's good enough for me. Come on, well follow them and find out where they go. But just to play
it safe, let's keep our distance. Worse comesto worst, welll just waste an afternoon.”

"What if worse doesn't come to worst?' said Lucas.

"Y ou're asking me?Y ou're the one who can't remember faces.”

"I never forget aface. That'swhy this one bothers me. It hasn't been along time, ether.” They
watched the chests being loaded into a carriage, the old man and the young woman getting in. "Horses,"
Lucassad.

"What?"

"Horses. That face belongs with horses.”

"Well, that should narrow it down,” said Finn. "We haven't ridden horsesin more than ninety percent
of our missons”

"Something doesn't fit," said Lucas. "It'stheright face, but somehow, it'sall wrong."

"Well, I'm glad you cleared that up,” said Finn. " Shall we see which way your right-wrong faceis
heading?1'd hate for thisto keep you up dl night.”

"l have afeding that it will. I'm not sure what memories go with her face, but | am sure that none of
themisgood.”

6

"Vacated their rooms, you say?' said Adrian Taylor. "And no sign of Silvera?’
Jmmy Darcy stood uneeasily before the terrorist leader. Only a short while ago, Adrian Taylor had
been asmdl, whipcord thin young man with violently blue eyes, asharp, dightly crooked nose, and a



thin, cruel mouth. He knew that Taylor was considerably older than he was, though by how much, he
could not say. Taylor had appeared to be, judging by the standards used before the advent of antiagathic
drugs, eighteen to twenty years of age. He was, Immy knew, at the very least three timesthat age. Now,
however, Taylor was transformed.

The kills of Jack Bennett had reshaped hisface, shortening and straightening out his nose and giving
it adight, delicate upward turn. His jawline had been restructured, more gently curved, the sharp planes
of hisface smoothed out, the cheeks rounded, the soft flesh around the eyes surgically dtered to diminate
the beginning ssigns of age. His mouth was full and soft now, the lips were those of avoluptuary. The ears
were small and shapely, without the pronounced |obes they had earlier possessed. A smdl beauty mark
now graced Taylor'sright cheek. His adam's gpple had been removed and the skin of the throat
smoothed out. Taylor's hairline had been depilated to give him ahigher forehead. He had round, full
breasts now and decidedly and unsettlingly feminine hips. The exten-sive operation had been a
masterwork, complete right down to the very last detail. Taylor even had Milady's brand, the harlot's
fleur-de-lis, burned into his shoulder.

Transsexua operations had been reversible for many years. The purpose of the procedure had
smply been to enable Taylor to become a"woman" for the purpose of the misson. When it was over,
Adrian Taylor would be able to have his mae organs back, either exactly asthey were or redesigned to
his own specifications. But it had become much more than an daborate disguise. Taylor took a perverse
pleasure in being as he was now. With each succeeding day, he fell more and morein love with his new
aspect.

Of dl the Timekeepers, Taylor was the best known. The TIA had an extensive dossier on his
activities. He wasre-garded as an expert in hisfield, ruthless, cold, and extremely dangerous. The one
thing that no one outsi de the organi zation knew waswhat Taylor really looked like. Few people within
the Timekeepers had ever glimpsed Taylor's red face. He changed his appearance dmost as frequently
asmost people changed their style of clothing. Taylor was atrue chameleon, but to immy's knowledge,
he had never gone so far before. It wasn't Taylor's sexua preferences that bothered Jmmy Darcy. There
was nothing unusud in that. What frightened Jmmy Darcy wasthat Adrian Taylor gppeared to have two
personalities now. He was both Adrian Taylor and Milady. Sometimes he spoke as Adrian Taylor and
acted like aman surgically disguised as awoman. Sometimes he spoke as Milady de Winter, living out
therole. And sometimes, he spoke as Milady, referring to Adrian Taylor in the second per-son, as
though Taylor existed elsewhere, as a separate and distinct being. He did so now.

"Nosgnof Slvera" he said once again, fingering histhroat absently. "Adrian won't likethat. | think
we can safdly assumethat Silveraisno longer with us. Pity. He must have underestimated the opposition.
Y ou checked? Y ou're certain? There was only Bennett and the woman?'

"They were seen getting into acarriage and driving away," said Jmmy.

"There can be no doubt that she's an agent,” Taylor said. "Bennett has betrayed us.”

"But he seemed totally committed to the cause,” said Jmmy. "God, do you redlize what this means?
It'sacomplete disaster! They know who you are now! We're stopped before we've even started!”

"Not necessarily,” said Taylor. He smiled. "That won't stop Adrian a al. Why should it?"

"l don't understand,” said Immy. "How can we continue now?"

"Y ou're not thinking, JImmy." Hewas Adrian again, sud-denly on hisfeet and pacing nervoudly.
"Didn't | dwaystell you to havefaith? All right, so they know that 1've become Milady. So what? Y ou
forget that timeison our Sde”

"The chronoplatel" said Immy. "We can go back in time and outmaneuver them! Of course, we can
go back and save Silveraand then—"

"Screw Silvera,” Taylor said. "He made amistake and he's paid for it. No, we don't need the plate,
Jmmy, not yet. We can dways useit asalast resort if need be, but we're fill ahead. The scenario's
progressing smoothly. They may know who | am, but for the moment, they don't know where | am.
And, after al, we're the ones threatening to change history, remember? They're here to preserve the
status quo. If they know that I've become de Winter, then they'll surely know that the red Milady's dead
and that'sjust it. They need de Winter. Or, more precisaly, they need a de Winter to insure that eventsin



this period of history progress asthey should. They can plant their own de Winter, but they wouldn't dare
to do that aslong as I'm around. No, they'd have to take me out first and that won't be so easy.”

"But the very fact that they know," said Immy, "the fact that they're here—"

"Only servesto make the game more interesting,” said Taylor.

"Thegame?' sad Jmmy.

"Of course. It'sawonderful, fascinating game that just became more chalenging. The TIA and | have
been playing it for years and now it's reached its climax. They'll have their best peoplein on this, you can
be sure of that. Theré's more than just the two we've spotted. The one Silverakilled was not one of the
firgt-string or Silverawould not have taken him so easily. The woman, I'm not so sure about, but the man.
... Hewas expendable. Maybe his only purpose wasto flush us out. Y es, that would be the way held
doit," Taylor said, nod-ding his head and smiling.

"Who?'

"My old friend Mongoose," Taylor said. He suddenly seemed very happy.

"Who's Mongoose?'

"Weve been playing cat and mousefor years," said Taylor. "He'sthe TIA's best agent. HEs my
doppelganger. Neither of us knowswhat the other lookslike. Oh, Jmmy, thisisgoing to be fun!
Sometimes I've beaten him, sometimes he's beaten me, but thistime, this time, I'm going to get him! I'm
going to take him, Immy. I'm going to take him and I'll keep him for awhile, well talk about old times,
and then I'll kill him. It'sgoing to be wonderful."

There was no doubt in Immy Darcy's mind that Adrian Taylor was insane. About everything else,
Jmmy had agreat ded of doubt. He had joined the Tempora Preservation League because his older
brother had died in the time wars. And for what? To protect hisfamily? To defend his home-land? Had
Danny's death anything to do with protecting hisown, with patriotic loyaty, with anything at al that
made any sort of sense? No, it had all been part of some grandiose game, wars fought on paper, move a
decimd point and another hun-dred people die. Just an endless escalation to keep the machine oiled and
running, to feed its momentum until, sooner or later, the inevitable would happen. Man had dready split
the atom and now he was threatening to split time. The only movement that made any sense at al was
that of Albrecht Mensinger. There was no dternative. The time wars had to stop. They were mankind's
greatest folly. In his attempts to master nature and hisfate, Man had gone too far at last. He had
poisoned himself and the environment helived in, he had stripped the Earth of resources, he had shown
contempt for al the works of God. Nor was it enough to imperil his future. Man was now threatening his
past.

The leaders of the league were fond of quoting Thomas Jefferson, saying that government wasfar too
important to be |eft up to the people. The people had demonstrated a stagger-ing irresponsbility, eecting
leaders whose own criminal stu-pidity surpassed even that of those who put them into office. It was past
timefor the diteto lead. Someone had to show the way.

There were those within the league who went by the strictest principles set down by Albrecht
Mensinger, but there were also those who thought that what the lesgue was doing did not go far enough.
It wasto this more militant group that Immy Darcy had been attracted. It was from this group that he
had been recruited into the Timekeepers.

Jmmy Darcy had agreat ded of anger roiling away inside of him. It had fueled histerrorist activities.
He saw no ethical contradiction in using violence to achieve peace. In thousands of years of human
history, the passive way had never worked. The ideology of peace was dien to the warmongers.
Violencewas all they understood. There were those within the league who believed that the end did not
justify the means. Jmmy had once believed that too. Since then, he had become a great deal more
pragmatic, more redistic. He understood that it was not up to him to justify the means. His course had
been forced upon him by people who remained steadfastly unaffected by any other course of action. Let
them justify the means, Jmmy had shouted at the doves within the league. They have handed us our
tools. Those who are mordly right have no need of judtifying anything. A resistance leader by the name of
Arafat had once said, upon addressing the United Nations, "I come bearing an olive branch in one hand
and amachine gun in the other. Do not |et the olive branch fal from my hand.”



The doves within the league held out the olive branch. It was repeatedly ignored. The Timekeepers
fired the machine gun. To ignoreit wasto die.

At the core of hisexistence, Jmmy Darcy till believed in peace. It waswhat he fought for. He fought
the war machine. When the war machine was beaten, he would be happy to |et the machine gun fal from
his hand into the dust, never to be fired again. He did not believe that Adrian would do the same. No,
Adrian would find another battle, start his own war if need be. Evenin the Timekeepers, Adrian was
feared because Adrian was dways at war, with the world and with himself. Y et they needed Adrian. He
was effective. They have handed us our tools.

"Itisnt agame, Adrian," said Immy. "It'sastruggle for surviva. Surely, you can seethat, can't you?"

Adrian regarded him with amusement. " Of course | can seethat, Jmmy. Can't you see that the
srugglefor surviva isthe most fascinating game of al? The stakes are high and it'swin-ner teke dl. Life
isagame, Jmmy. Theideaisto play to win. And were going to win, because for once, we control the
board. Were on the offensive. Milady wrote aletter to an Englishman. Not just any Englishman, mind
you. Shewrote to George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham. It was alove let-ter. It wasn't from Milady,
even though shewrote it. Buck-ingham will think it's from the Queen. Hell have received it by now and,
doubtless, it will have inflamed his passon for the Queen anew. | do have away with words, if | say s0
my-sdf.”

"| don't understand,” said Jmmy.

"No, you wouldn't, but Richdlieu will and that'swhat reglly counts. He was quite pleased about it. In
fact, he told me that he wished he had thought of it himsdf. Hell take the credit, of course, but that's all
right. It dl fitsinto the plan.”

"] il don't—"

"Be patient, Immy, I'll explain it to you. Therésavery charming lady herein town by the name of
Camillede Bois-Tracy. Shejust lovesintrigue, especialy if it hasto do with love. She can't resstit. For
quite some time now, she's been an intermediary for Buckingham and Anne of Austria, a sort of patron of
the heart, arole she dearly loves. Richelieu's been made aware of this, of course. It's brought Milady
further into his good graces. When he recelves that |etter, Bucking-ham will surely cometo France. He
might be on hisway to Paris even aswe speak. He will cometo Camillede Bois-Tracy and a
rendezvous will be arranged. Richelieu, of course, will try to take him, Buckingham being an enemy of
France."

"l remember now," said Immy. "Buckingham gets away, according to history. Only were going to
changethat, right? Yes, it'sabrilliant plan. If the musketeers are prevented from hel ping Buckingham
ecape, then Richelieu has him. If not, then we can grab him and then welll have ahostage. They'll have
no choice but to listen to us! Either way, they'll have an adjustment on their hands, an adjustment made
that much more complicated by our being hereto interfere with it."

"No, no, immy, you see, you don't understand the game at dl. | intend to make certain that
Buckingham getsaway."

"But... why lure him to Parisin thefirgt place, then?'

"To set up the next act in this scenario,” Taylor said. "But you won't have to worry about any of that
for now. You'll have another job to do. | want you and Tonio to find Jack Bennett and that agent. Seeiif
they'll leed you to any of the others. Find out what you can, then kill them."”

Jmmy left, feding confused. Letting Buckingham get away made no sense whatsoever. Obvioudy, it
would take an ad-justment in order to attain their goal. The smple act of threat-ening to creste a
timestream split would never result in their demands being met by the warmongers. No, the threat would
have to be brought home to them. They'd have to face an ad-justment Situation, onein which the
interference of the Timekeeperswould be afactor added to dl the other diffi-cultiesinherent in such a
task. They had achronoplate now. That gave them the edge. They could create an adjustment situation,
interfere with its resolution, and then clock out to another period and repest the entire process. They
could repest their demands and continue to create one adjustment Situation after another, forcing the
warmongers to bring more and more attention to the problem, draining their financid reserves, putting a
strain upon the Referee Corps and the TIA and the adjustment teams, nipping at the heels of the war



machine until it was no longer cost-effective, until they red-ized that they could never win. It wasthe
logicd course of action.

But Adrian Taylor wasn't being logicad. Or Jmmy couldn't see thelogic. What was he planning? His
cover was surely blown, yet he seemed completely unconcerned. He had created an excellent
opportunity for an adjustment situation and he was walking away fromiit, using it to set up ... what?

Jmmy was beginning to have alot of doubts about the operation. Terrorist tactics had to be
hit-and-run in order for them to be successful. They had an opportunity to hit-and-run now, but Taylor
wasn't taking it. He was building up to some-thing e se, to some more e aborate game. Somehow, the
TIA had received intelligence about their operation and they had brought at least one team of agentsin.
That didn't bother Taylor. Taylor's cover had been blown. That didn't bother Taylor, either. One of the
group had disappeared, killed most likely, possibly taken prisoner to be interrogated, to reved al the
members of their cell. That didn't bother Taylor. What would it take to bother Taylor? Why this pointless
galking of thetraitor, Bennett, and the agents? Why take unnecessary riskswhen al it took wasto create
an adjustment situation quickly, cut and run, and repest the process somewhere e se, tying up the
opposition's manpower until they redized that they only had one choice—capitulate or face atimestream
Flit? A split was something no one wanted, not the war-mongers, not the Timekeepers, and certainly not
the league. The key to success wasto walk that ragged edge between ad-justment and disaster, to
exhaust the Referee Corps with ad-justments until they faced their folly and brought thetimewarsto a
halt. But to Taylor, it was dl agame, asensdess, crazy rivary with the agent who had dogged his hed's
for years. It was putting the entire operation in jeopardy.

Jmmy waswondering if Taylor could be trusted with leading the operation. Based on recent
evidence, the answer had to be aresounding no. But Taylor could not be relieved. It would not bea
matter as Smple as holding a meeting of the cell and voting him out of office. No, if it cameto that, Taylor
would have to be diminated and that would not be easy. Taylor was dangerous. Taylor was suspiciousto
the point of being paranoid. Taylor had that musclebound German, Freytag, ahomicida brute who could
snap him like atwig with just one hand. And Taylor had the chronoplate. Immy was done. He could
sound out Tonio, but he would have to be very care-ful, very subtle.

There was nothing to be done now except to follow Taylor's leadership. Bennett and the woman
would be found, ques-tioned, and killed. It would be risky, but there was nothing else to do. He would
follow Taylor's orders, but the operation would come first. He would sound out Tonio, he would watch
Taylor carefully, and he would bide histime. In the end, it dways came down to time.

D'Artagnan wasin love. More to the point, he wasin lugt, though he had not yet attained either the
age or the experience that would enable him to tell the difference. He and the three musketeers, having
become fast friends following their run-in with the cardind's guards, had spent the better part of the
eve-ning discussing the mysterious woman who had intervened on their behaf. None of them had ever
seen her before and each of them was fascinated by her. Each vowed to discover her identity, each
maintained that it was he whom she had meant to save, and each had his own unspoken amorous designs
upon the lady.

Over the next couple of days, their attention was occupied by this delightful mystery, but not to the
excluson of yet another illegd brawl with Richdieu'sguards. Dueto Trevill€sintervention with the king
on their behaf and Louiss own secret delight at seeing Richdlieu's men embarrassed, the mus-keteers
were not only spared punishment, but they were given the sort of praise amaster might lavish on his
hounds upon discovering that they had torn apart alarger pack of dogs. The king had been especidly
delighted with Cadet D'Artagnan and, seeing that he was poor, he had gifted him with a purse containing
the sum of forty pistoles.

The Gascon had celebrated by buying himsdlf afine new suit of clothes and procuring the services of
avaet, abedrag-gled, flea-bitten, scarecrow of a man whose name was Planchet. Porthos had found
him deeping in agarbage heap. He smelled terrible, but he was as grateful as astray responding to the
kindness of astranger. All thiswas very pleasant to the Gascon, but it did nothing to assuage his
mounting passion. D'Artagnan was ayoung man of extraordinary smplicity. His attention could be



completely occupied by only onething at atime. The new distraction agppeared in the person of his
landlord's wife, the pretty Constance Bonacieux. He dready had the mystery woman of the mud puddie
on hismind and he was preoccupied with his plansfor courtship and seduction. How-ever, the mystery
woman was till amystery, nowhere to be found, unknown, intangible. Constance, on the other hand,
was very real; she was nearby and she was, it took no great perception to discern, available. D'Artagnan,
being an emi-nently pragmeatic youth, smply shifted gears and redirected his attention toward amore
accessible objective.

The fact that Constance Bonacieux was a so awoman of some mystery and the fact that she was
married only served to add spice to the Situation. In fact, her about-to-be-cuckol ded husband had
approached him just the other day, offering to forget about the rent if the dashing Monsieur D'Artagnan,
who was dready gaining something of areputation as a swordsman, would help to rescue Constance
from her ab-ductors. This, initself, had piqued the Gascon's curiosity.

It turned out that Constance's godfather was the cloak-bearer to the queen and that he had secured
for her aposition in the pal ace as both maid and companion to Anne of Audtria. It wasin the palace that
Constance had made her residence, coming home to see her much older husband twice aweek. After
she had missed avisit, Bonacieux had received aletter. He had shown it to D'Artagnan. It read: "Do not
seek for your wife. She will be restored to you when there is no longer occasion for her. If you make a
sngle sep to find her, you arelog.”

D'Artagnan had not been at dl certain about how he would go about finding the lady, much less
rescuing her from her abductors, but the story had intrigued him and he was in no position to turn down
the offer of free room and board. He had bardly given the matter any thought when two singularly
interesting things happened. Bonacieux was arrested by the cardinal’'s guards and taken away for
guestioning and, in his absence, who but the kidnapped Constance should appear, having escaped from
her captors by letting hersalf down from awindow by the means of knotted sheets. She had made her
way straight home to be sheltered by her husband, but in his place, she found D'Artagnan. The Gascon
ingtantly perceived that it was a Stuation Madame Bonacieux found not at al unpleasant.

He saw that Constance was very young and pretty and quite obviously possessed of a strong sexua
appetite. He knew that the opportunities for romantic diversion at the palace were not rare, but
Constance, being a married woman, had her reputa-tion to consider. At the palace, there would be no
telling who was an informer. For many at court, it was a profitable occupation. Moreover, most of her
time would be spent being a companion to the queen.

Congtance did little to hide the fact that the possibility of a passionate and ddlicioudy illicit romance
s0 close a hand was having an effect on her. Her smoldering glances were not lost upon D'Artagnan.
Her husband was much older than she was and the Gascon suspected that Madame Bonacieux's
twice-weekly viststo her husband did little to satisfy her cravings. She had, after dl, seen the handsome
gentlemen at court and, compared with such cavaiers, Bonacieux paed into inggnifi-cance. D'Artagnan,
on the other hand, was young, muscular, dashing, and good-looking and what he lacked in courtly
man-ners he more than made up for in enthusiasm. What with the bowing, the hand-kissing, the putting of
the arms around the shoulders to comfort an obvioudy distressed young woman, it took about twenty
minutes for the comforting to travel from Bonacieux's front door to D'Artagnan's bedroom.

Between hugs and kisses and please-don'ts and no-I-really-shouldn'ts, Constance explained the
circumstances of her ab-duction. She did not, however, go into too great detail. Shedid not tell
D'Artagnan that word had reached Anne, through the usua secret channels, that the Duke of
Buckingham had received her letter and had arrived in Parisin answer to her summons. Annewas
understandably distressed, for she had written no such letter. Clearly, the whole thing was atrap to snare
her lover, an enemy of France. Someone close to her was an informer, doubtlessin the pay of Louisor,
even worse, of Richdlieu. Having no one eseto trust, Anne had turned to Constance, pleading with her
to go to the house of Camille de Bois-Tracy and warn the duke of treachery. She had been on her way
to the house in the Rue de la Harpe when she had been taken by a group of men commanded by the
Count de Rochefort.

The account she gave D'Artagnan was ddliberately vague and it was accepted without prying



guestions because the Gascon's mind was less intent on conversation than on press-ing his seduction of
hislandlord's pretty wife, which process progressed with faint cries of protestation and only token
physicd resstence. (Please—no, don't, oh-monsieur-1'm-only-a-weak-woman.)

There had been alengthy pause during which the extent of her weakness was explored. All the while,
Constance clung to him and chattered on about the terrors of her captivity, as though the shock of the
ordeal had been so great that she did not quite know what she was doing. Upon hearing her de-nounce
"that scar-faced lackey of the cardinal,” D'Artagnan recaled the man in Meung and he pressed her for
details. In due course, he learned that the man whose path had crossed hisin the tavern was none other
than the Count de Rochefort, Richelieu's right-hand man.

With the "explanation” out of the way, D'Artagnan was able to think abit more clearly. Ashe
dressed, he came to the conclusion that the house of Bonacieux would be thefirst place the guards would
look when they discovered that their prisoner had escaped. Therefore, he elected to take Constance to
the home of hisfriend Athosfor safekegping. When they arrived at Athoss apartment in the Rue Ferou,
the musketeer was out. D'Artagnan had akey, however, and he let themin, informing her whose house it
was and that she would be safe there. With Athos being out, something €l se occurred to D'Ar-tagnan,
but before shewould agree to give him any further "explanations,” Constance prevailed upon him to
undertake an errand for her. He wasto present himsalf at the wicket of the Louvre, on the side of the
Rue de I'Echdlle, and ask for one Germain.

"What then?" said D'Artagnan, fedling agreat dedl of im-patience.

"He will ask you what you want," said Constance, "and you will answer by these two words—Tours
and Bruxelles. Hewill immediately be a your command.”

"And what shdl | order him to do?' D'Artagnan said, not so curious about the peculiar task ashe
was anxiousto get it out of theway.

"Y ou shdl ask him to go and fetch the queen's valet de chambre,” Constance said, "and then send
himtome"

D'Artagnan left in agreat hurry, mindful of the fact that the sooner he returned, the sooner Congtance
could explain thewhole affair to him. He did as he was told and he pre-sented himself at the smdll gate at
the Louvre. He gave the message to Germain and Germain replied, further perplexing him, by advising
him to seek out afriend whose clock was too dow so that he would have an dibi, since the errand he
was on could bring him trouble. It was al becoming quite mysterious.

D'Artagnan immediately set out to see Captain de Treville. Arriving there, he turned the clock back
three-quarters of an hour and spent sometimein idle talk with the old solider, dur-ing which discussion
he made apoint to remark upon thetime. That being done and hisdibi being secured in case someone
should question him about his wheregbouts that evening, D'Artagnan paused only long enough to turn the
clock for-ward to the proper time before setting out to the house on the Rue Ferou and afurther
explanation of these mysterious goings-on. En route, he thought of Constance and the good fortune that
had brought him to his present state. He had |eft home penniless and now hewasin Paris, a cadet soon
to become amusketeer, with friends asillustrious as Athos, Aramis, and Porthos and a sponsor as
digtinguished as Cap-tain de Treville. He had new clothes, a situation, comfortable quarters for which,
having restored Constance to her hus-band, he would no longer have to pay and he now had alover
who, being married, would be in no position to make unrea-sonable demands upon him. All inal, he had
done quite wd| for himsdlf. It only remained for him to become a musketeer, to avenge himsdlf upon that
scoundrel, the Count de Rochefort, and to discover the identity and whereabouts of that mysterious
woman he had seen at the Carmes-Dechauix. But for the moment, he had Constance.

To D'Artagnan, she was femininity incarnate. She had soft blue eyes and long dark hair, a pretty
turned-up nose and atrim figure with afull bosom and long, dender legs. At twenty-five, shewasalittle
older than he was, but that only served to make her more desirable. True, she was extremely takative,
but then there were advantages to that as well; he would be put to no greet strain to supply entertaining
conver-sation. And the fact that she seemed to be involved in some matter of questionable legality meant
that she would require a protector—and who better suited to the job than he?

As he passed the Rue Cassette, he spied afigure hurrying furtively out of the Rue Servadoni. The



wind blew back the hood of the figure's cloak and it was hurriedly pulled back in place, but not before
D'Artagnan had seen that the person so stedlthily abroad in the darkening streets of Paris was none other
than Constance Bonacieux. Having told her that he would return as soon as the errand she had sent him
on had been completed, he was puzzled to see her rushing through the streets, obvioudy intent on
something. Keeping at adistance, he followed her through severd streets and dleys until she cameto the
door of ahouse on the Rue de laHarpe. She knocked three times upon the door, glancing al about her,
paused, then knocked three times more. The door was opened and she could be seen to have some
words with someone insde the house. D'Artagnan watched, puzzled. A moment later, Constance
stepped back and atall man enveloped in along cloak and wearing alarge hat pulled low over hisface
ap-peared. Hetook her arm and together they hurried off into the night.

"Sothat'sit!" thought D'Artagnan. "I am sent on somefool's errand to be got out of the way so that
she can run off and see another lover!"

Outraged, D'Artagnan hurried after them. He caught up to them in an dley off the Rue Vaugirard. He
passed them at arun, then turned and drew hisrapier, blocking their path.

"Sol" hesad, "Thisishow I'm tregted, isit?"

Constance gasped and backed off a step.

"Monsieur, | do not know you," said the stranger. "It seemsthat you have taken me for someone
else. We have no quarrel. Kindly step aside.”

"D'Artagnan, have you goneinsane?' said Constance.

"Y ou know thisman?' the stranger said.

"Indeed, she knows mevery well, Monsieur,” D'Artagnan said. "And | would ask how it isthat you
cometo know her."

"D'Artagnan, don't be afool," said Constance. "This does not concern you."

"Does not concern me!”

"Thelady'sright,” the sranger said, "thisisnone of your affair. Y ou are interfering in something you
know nothing about and it would be well for you to sheathe your sword and continue on your way."

" Shesthe my sword? No, Monsieur, better that you draw yours and give an accounting of yourseif!"

"Very wdl, if youinggt," said the stranger, throwing back his cloak and drawing hisown rapier.

"Milord, please!” cried Constance.

D'Artagnan frowned. "Milord?"

"Yes, you foal," said Congtance. "Milord, the Duke of Buckingham! And now you'l ruinusdl!"

Suddenly, it all became quite clear. For the prime minis-ter of England to be the lover of alowly
lady'smaid in Pariswas laughable. If he desired alady's maid, there would be no scarcity of themin
London. But if he desired that maid's mistress....

"A thousand pardons, Milord," D'Artagnan said, lowering hissword. "1 fear I've made adreadful
error. But | love her, you see, and | wasjealous, and | ... Please pardon me, Y our Grace, and say how |
may serveyou.”

"Y ou are abrave young man," said Buckingham. "Y ou offer me your services and with the same
frankness, | accept them. Follow us at a distance of twenty pacesto the Louvre and if you see anyone
watching us, be agood felow and day him.”

Buckingham took Congtance by the arm once again, having sheathed his sword, and they hurried off
toward the Louvre. D'Artagnan kept his sword out, counted out twenty of their paces, and then
followed, looking al about him to seeif any-one was watching. He did not see anyone. But that was only
because he was not very observant.



v

Finn and Lucas followed the carriage to a house on the Rue St. Honore. It took some effort on their
part, because athough the carriage could not travel very fast through the crowded streets of Paris, it
nevertheless proceeded at afairly brisk pace. Twice, they amost lost it. Asit pulled up in front of the
elegant home on the Rue St. Honore, Finn and Lucas watched from an alley acrossthe stredt, trying to
regain their wind.

"l just hope this doesn't turn out to be awild goose chase," Lucas said, breathing heavily. "I'll fed like
an awful sgp if it turns out to have been nothing more than my memory playing trickson me."

"| don't think there's anything wrong with your memory,” said Finn. "Take alook a whét that old
man'scarrying in hishand.”

Asthe couple got out of the carriage, the old man glanced nervoudy up and down the Street. It was
getting late, but there was still enough light for them to see the dim metallic tube that the old man was
holding in hishand.

"A laser," Lucas sad. "And he's not even trying to hideit. He's holding it out in plain sight.”

"Sure, why not?' said Finn. "Who'd know what it was?"'

"That's just the point,” said Lucas. "Anyone who would know what it was would be in the wrong
place a thewrong time. Theway he'swaving it around, it'sasif he wants someone to seeit. Why would
anyone be so obvious with awegpon unless he wanted whoever was watching to know that he was
armed? Y ou think maybe he knows we followed him?"

"It'spossble” said Finn. "But why wave alaser around to scare off some would-be 17th-century
muggers? | just had arather nasty thought, old buddy.”

"Y ou think Mongoose blew our cover aready?

"I'm open to any other explanations.”

They watched the chests being carried into the house. "All right,” said Lucas, "let'stry and think this
through. The woman's the one who rang abell with me, but the old man's got alaser. So that meansthat
both of them aren't what they seem to be. They could be Timekeepers, but then I've never run across any
of the Timekeepers before, at least not to my knowledge. | recall that face from amission, I'm certain of
it

"A renegade soldier?’ Finn said. "Right, Darrow said the terrorists made contact with someone in the
underground.”

"Theonly person in the underground we know isHunter,” Lucas said.

"That we know," said Finn. "We could've run across someone in the underground and not known it.
Or the woman could be someone we've worked with before who's joined the underground since then.
Or who'sjoined the Timekeepers. Come on, think, where did you see her face?"

"l just can't placeit," Lucas said, exasperated. "It's driv-ing me crazy, but there's something wrong
about her and | can't figure out just what it is.”

"Okay, leaveit for now. It'll cometo you. Let's get back to Mongoose. If he didn't blow our cover,
then why's the old man waving alaser around?’

"Well, hewasnt waving it at us," said Lucas. "I don't think he knows we're watching him. But he
thinks someone's watching him, someone from the future. Suppose Mongoose didn't blow our cover?
What other explanation can there be?

"That he blew his cover,” Finn said. "Or that one of his people got careless and the Timekeepers
know that someone's onto them."

"We're going to have to have aserioustalk with him," said Lucas.

"Assuming that he's il dive," said Finn. "Damn spooks. They're going to makeamessof it, | just
know it. They've got agents al over the place back here and the only one we know is Mongoose. And
not only don't we know how to get in touch with him, we don't even know what he redlly lookslike, with
those damn disguises. All we can do is go back to the Luxem-bourg and wait to seeif he or one of his



people getsin touch with us."

"That does seem to be our only course of action," Lucas sad.

"Maybenot,” said Finn. "We could aways push the panic button and see what happens.”

The men exchanged glances. Pushing the panic button was dways alast resort. It meant activating
theimplant that would send out asigna to be picked up by any members of the Ob-server Corpswho
might be in the area. It was standard operat-ing procedure for the referees to send teams of observers
out into any time period being used as a battle scenario. These observers, acting as undercover
overseers, seldom got involved in direct action themsalves. Their duties were primarily opera-tiond. They
were equipped with chronoplates to enable them to quickly move about in timeif need be and they
generdly functioned as supervisors over the Search and Retrieve teams and asthe eyes of the Referee
Corpsinthefidd. Theonly thing was, thiswasn't atypical scenario. Officidly, it wasn't an adjustment, at
least not yet. It was till aTIA mission.

"Y ou're thinking that weld bein ahell of amessif we pushed the button and nobody answvered,” Finn
sad.

"Actudly, that hadn't occurred to me, although now that you mention it, | see where that could bea
problem. No, | wasthinking thet, officialy, we gtill don't have any standing on thismission. If we pushed
the panic button, we'd have to come up with some pretty convincing answers and we haven't got any.
Not to mention the fact that activating the implant sgnaswould enable the Timekeepersto trace us
through their chronoplate.”

Both men recalled only too well their last misson, when asimilar Stuation, astolen chronoplatein the
hands of the op-position, had resulted in the enemy's being able to trace their movements through their
implants. The technology was necessary to be able to trace the movements of Tempora Corps sol-diers
in battle scenarios. However, since ther last mission, there had been achange in procedure. The implants
of soldiersin commando adjustment squads had been modified so that they could not be traced through
chronoplates. Commandos on an adjustment mission were completely on their own unless one of two
things happened. If acommando was killed, then hisimplant would automaticaly be activated, sending
out atermination signal that would enable the S& R teams to locate the body, unlessit were destroyed
and the implant along with it. Otherwise, acommando could *push the panic button,” activating the
implant to signd the Observers, in which case, as Lucas had pointed out, any chronoplate would be able
to pick up the transmisson.

"Looks like were caught between arock and ahard place," said Finn. "We've had the deck stacked
on us again. These people have |asers and a chronoplate and God only knows what € se, while were
equipped with nothing but swords and daggers and a couple of horses. Anything € se we'd have to draw
from Mongoose, only we don't know where heisor if hes4till dive. If heisand we act on our own, he
blows our cover. If he's bought the farm and we cdll for help, we blow our cover. Y ou know, thet till
leaves us one other option.”

"What'sthat?'

"Chucking it al and heading for the hills. | hear the Mediterranean isredl nicethistime of year. Now
that we've got these fancy new implants that can't be traced unless we ac-tivate them, we could just
disappear and take early retire-ment.”

Lucas chuckled. "It'satempting thought,” he said. "Theré's only one thing wrong with it. Neither you
nor | would last amonth without going crazy. Besides, suppose the terrorists achieve asplit and it turns
up afuture in which we were never born?'

"Can't happen,” Finn said. "Weve dready been born. Our past is absolute. Mensinger proved—"

"Mengnger didn't prove anything when it came to temporal splits” said Lucas. "All he could do was
theorize. No one's ever been affected by asplit before. If it'sall the samewith you, 1'd just as soon not
bethefirg."

"Yeah, well, I'm too young to retire anyway," said Finn. "It wasjust athought.”

"I think our best bet isto head back to the L uxembourg and wait to be contacted,” Lucas said.
"Therée's not much else we can do now, except find out who livesin that house across the street. You
never know, wejust might learn something.”



They learned that the house on the Rue St. Honore was oc-cupied by Doctor Jacques Benoit and his
two servants, Marieand "Old Pierre," an elderly married couple. No one seemed to know anything
about "the mademoisdle.” Infact, the question raised more than afew eyebrowsin the neighbor-hood.
Doctor Jacques, it seemed, was aparagon of virtue, the soul of kindness, agiant among physicians. No
one had abad word to say about Doctor Jacques, but their inquiries did yield one or two interesting
points.

Unless Doctor Jacques had some secret source of income that no one knew about, he could not
possibly be supporting himsdlf asa physician. So far as anyone knew, he did not number anyone of the
upper classesamong his dientele, serv-ing the common, working citizens of Parisexclusvely. His
methods of charging for his services were erratic, to say the least. From one man, he took whatever he
felt he could afford to pay. From another family who were down on their luck, he took nothing
whatsoever. The owner of aloca business, whose mother he had treated, was alowed to pay "in trade”
and another man's fee was the princely sum of three chickens. It was widely assumed that Doctor
Jacques was independently wealthy asthe result of alarge inheritance.

From time to time, Doctor Jacques left Parisfor parts unknown. Sometimes, he smply left word that
he was "going to the country” for afew days. At other times, heleft no word at al. During such times,
Marie and Pierrefilled in for him to the extent that they were able.

Doctor Jacques made house calls. So far as Finn and Lucas were able to ascertain, no one had ever
been inside the house on the Rue St. Honore except for the good doctor himsdlf and histwo servants.
Except, occasonally, Doctor Jacques received visitors. These visitors seldom stayed for very long. No
one had ever seen them before and only rarely were they ever seen again.

Doctor Jacques had been in residence in the house on the Rue St. Honore for at |east ten years,
possibly more.

"That blowstheterrorist angle,” Finn said, asthey walked back toward the hotdl. "So our friend is
underground.”

"Either that, or hesaphony, having killed the real doctor and taken hisplace.”

"I don't think s0," Lucas said. "This Doctor Jacques ob-vioudy has medica knowledge.”

"Eadly acquired by implant education,” Finn said. "The terrorists are not without the means to—"

"Yes, that'strue,” said Lucas. "Y ou can teach the mind, but the hands are another thing entirely. Have
you heard any-one say that he had ever failed to treat a patient? That, in itsalf, makes him tick out likea
sore thumb. A doctor in thistime period could be expected to have some patients die on him, if for no
other reason than that he wouldn't possess the knowledge to treat diseases for which there would be no
curefor years. If hesaterrorist, then he'svery doppy. No, Finn, he's underground. He just never
expected anyone to be looking for him."

"Until now."

"Yes, until now. | think we've found our underground con-nection with the Timekeepers. That
chronoplate might very well bein that house on the Rue St. Honore."

"If it is, then we're making amistake by not movingin," said Finn.

"Andif itisn't?" Lucas said. "Either way, we're poorly equipped to handle the situation. Mongoose
wantsto call the shots, | say welet him. Or whoever takes over for him if he's been hit. Working at cross
purposes with the TIA isgoing to buy us nothing but trouble.”

"And if they blow the mission, it'sgoing to buy us even moretrouble.”

"Yes, well, that'swhat we're herefor, isnt it?

"l was beginning to wonder."

There was the sound of running footsteps up ahead and shouting. Then the unmistakable clangor of
stedl upon sted filled the quiet night air. Asthey turned onto the Rue Dau-phine, Finn and Lucas were
greeted by the Sght of ameleein progress. A young woman was pressed flat against awall, her fists
clenched at her mouth to stifle a scream. Two men were being hard pressed by seven of the cardind'’s
guard.

"lan't that—"



"ItsD'Artagnan,” Lucas said, "and it looks like he'sin trouble.”

"Seven againg two," said Finn. "Shdl we makeit seven againgt four?'

They drew their swords and waded in. No sooner had they joined the fight than the other man with
D'Artagnan took ad-vantage of their intervention by grabbing the woman and tak-ing off at a dead run
down the Rue Dauphine, disgppearing into an dley.

"Who'syour loyd friend?" Finn shouted, while doing his best to keep two of the cardinal's
swordsmen at bay. L ucas engaged another two.

"Dumad!" D'Artagnan shouted. "And hisIrish friend! | thought I'd seen the last of you!"

"You may yet," said Lucas, giving ground before his two opponents. I seeyourefindly following
your father's ad-vice."

"l am not certain thisis. . . quitewhat he. . . had inmind,” D'Artagnan replied, engaging his
opponent's blade and hooking it out of his hand. However, that left two more men to pressin upon him
and hewas unableto follow it up with akilling thrust, so that the guard was able to retrieve his sword and
rush to the attack once more. But just as he was about to come up on the Gascon from behind, a
concentrated beam of light shot out from an aley and dropped him in histracks. None of the combatants
noticed it. Finn, using his superior strength, pulled one of his opponents away from him, then dashed his
sword vicioudy across the face of the other. The man dropped hisrapier and screamed, bringing both
hands up to cover hisface. Blood seeped between hisfingers. Finn ran him through.

Lucaswas backed againgt awall, fighting afrantic defensive action againgt his two opponents.
Confident in the odds of two againgt one, the guards grinned, spreading out to either side and moving in
on him. Their maneuver gave Lucasthe timeto reverse the dagger in his hand and, holding it by the point,
he hurled it at one of the guards, even asthe other lunged. The dagger buried itsdlf to the hilt in one
guard's chest while Lucas parried the lunge of the other, then ddlivered a spinning back kick to his
temple. The guard fdll to the Street, unconscious.

D'Artagnan, meanwhile, killed one of his men with aquick thrust while directing the lunge of the other
past hissde with his dagger. From the aley, Bruno Freytag kept a close watch on the combat. He was
intrigued by the two strangers who had arrived to help the Gascon and he had not failed to notice that
one of them had dropped an opponent with amove that marked him as an expert in Okinawan karate.
His orders were to make certain that Buckingham got away and that nothing happened to D'Artagnan.
Hisfinger tensed on thefiring stud of the laser, then relaxed as D'Artagnan delivered abruta kick to the
groin of hisone remaining attacker, following it up with asword thrust through the abdomen. AsFinn
eadly disarmed thefina remaining swordsman, the guard gave up and ran, leaving hisrapier lying in the
street behind him. Finn let him go. Seeing that D'Artagnan was safe, Freytag dipped away through the
aley, heading toward the home of Camille de Bois-Tracy. He would keep a discreet watch over
Bucking-ham until the prime minister was safely on hisway across the channd!.

"Well, | am fortunate, indeed, that you gentlemen hap-pened by," D'Artagnan said, bending down to
wipe the blade of hisrapier upon one of the bodies. "And to think that | thought you had deserted me
back in that tavern. | see now | waswrong." He indicated the wound on Delaney's cheek. "Was that
received in Meung?'

"It was received on your account,” said Finn, dryly.

"Well, then | am doubly indebted to you, Monsieur Finn."

"It's Francois now," Finnreplied. "Francois D'Laine. Sincewe arein Paris, |—"

"Say no more," D'Artagnan said. "Y ou are free to choose whatever nom de guerre you wish and |
owe you adebt of gratitude, Monsieur, that | may never be ableto repay. If not for you, that one there
would have surely donefor me."

He indicated one of the corpses with his sword.

"I didn't kill him," Finn said.

"Ah, then Monseur Dumas—"

"I didn't kill him, either,” Lucas said, frowning.

"WEel, one of usmust have killed him," said D'Artagnan. He turned the body over with hisfoot.
"See’? Run clean through the heart!”



Finn and Lucas exchanged glances. They knew that neither of them had killed the guard. What was
more, they knew that D'Artagnan hadn't doneit, either. The Gascon didn't have alaser.

Old Pierre took charge of the chest, dragging it away and showing agreat deal more energy than his
appearance would have indicated. Andre glanced at Jack with some concern.

"Don't worry," Bennett said. "Hewon't look ingde. He won't even inquire asto why it stinks so much
of perfume. Pierres been with mefor yearsand | trust him implicitly.”

"What will he dowithit?" Andre said.

"Incinerateit.”

"Incinerate?!

"Burnit.”

"But how? Surdly it istoo ... damp to burn?

"I have afirethat is more than sufficient for the task,” said Bennett. "It's hardly a proper buria or
even aproper cremation, but . . . Would you liketo say some. . . wordsfor Hunter or..." hetrailed off,
lamdly.

"Prayer, you mean?' said Andre. She shook her head. "I do not think that Hunter was aman of God.
And | do not think that any prayers from me would do much good. | have |eft behind too many bodies
unattended and unprayed for."

Jack stared at her. "Yes, | believeyou have," hesaid. "And so, for that matter, havel."

"What will happen now?'

"I don't redly know," said Jack. "They'll be looking for me. They'll probably be looking for you, too.
They've had mewatched. They'll try to kill us now. We can't stay herefor long; thiswill bethefirst place
that they'll look. | am not without defenses here, but till, the sooner we leave, the better."



""Why did we come here at dl, if they know this place?’

"Because there arethings here | can't leave unattended,” Bennett said. "Thingsthat don't belong to
thistime. | must seeto it that they're dl destroyed. That will take sometime. Meanwhile, | haveto get
you out of hereto whereit's safe. There'saway out of here the Timekeepers don't know about. I've
kept it asecret for just such an emergency. It will take you out under the street. Y ou'll go with Marig;
Pierreand | will join you as soon as I've taken care of what must be done here."

"What about your machinefor traveling through time?* said Andre.

"They'vetaken that, I'm afraid.” His eyes suddenly lit up. "Hunter's chronoplate! My God, I'd
forgotten al about it! Where. . ." hisvoice trailed off when he saw the expression on her face.

"It was gone when | found him dead,” she said. "But it will not do your friends much good. Only
Hunter knew the proper way to make it work. If they attempt to—"

"Yes, | know, hell havefailsafed it to self-destruct if it should fall into the wrong hands. Mine works
the same way. Unfortunately, | showed Taylor the proper sequenceto. . . . God, | wasafool. Taylor will
guess that Hunter will have fail-safed his chronoplate and he won't tinker withit. It just gives him that
much more of areason to take you dive."

"But | do not know how to operate the machine," said Andre.

"Taylor won't know that. He thinks you're an agent from the future, someone sent to stop him.”

"| dill don't understand,” said Andre. " Stop him from doing what? To what end isdl thisintrigue?’

"It would take far too long to explainit dl now. | must get you to safety. Ah, Marie, thisisAndre.
Wemus—"

"Yes, | know, Doctor," said Marie. "Pierre told me that we must flee. What has happened? Who
would want to—"

"Theresno time for that, Marie. Take Andre and go through the secret passageway. Immediately.
Can the two of you manage her chest?'

"We shal manage," said Marie, her wrinkled face grave with concern. "Where must we go?"

"Take her to your sster's. Take care that you're not fol-lowed. Have Marcd send word to Moreau
asking him to meet usthere. Say that thereistrouble; Moreau will come. Tel him to take care that he's
not followed.”

Marie looked frightened.

"It'sdl right, Marie" said Jack, taking the plump little woman in hisarms. "Everything will bedl right.
Now, go, please.”

The two women picked up the chest containing Andre's belongings and went into Bennett's library.
Andre was amazed to see so many books. Hunter had had booksin his cottage in the forest, but Bennett
had hundreds of them, arrayed upon shelves that covered dl four walls. Marie had her put down the
chest and then she went to one of the shelves and pulled out severa volumes. She stuck her hand into the
gpace where the books had been and fumbled around for amoment; then Andre heard aclicking sound
and the entire shelf swung away to reveal adoor, which Marie opened with akey.

"Come, Mademoisdle,” the old woman said, "we must hurry.”

"Wait," said Andre. "Thereisno need for usto be bur-dened with this chest. | do not need dl these
things"

"I have abag," Mariesaid. "Y ou will need at least achange of clothing. Wait here, | will go and fetch
it

AsMarieran off, moving like apigeon trying to get out of the rain, Andre bent down and opened up
the chest. She removed her rapier and her dagger, laid them down on Ben-nett's desk, then began to
grip. When Marie returned, carry-ing abulky cloth bag, she found ayoung cavalier waiting for her inthe
library. Shetook one look at the black-clad swords-man and gasped, bringing her hands up to her
mouth.

"Itsonly me, Marie" said Andre.

"Mademoiselle Andre? But how—"

"They'll be looking for awoman,” Andre said. "They won't ook twice at agentleman escorting an old
woman home. Come, well pack just these few things. | will not need therest.”



Moments later, they were descending the stone steps down into the tunnel.



"Buckingham's away, then," Taylor said. "Good. We can how put our plan into motion. Did you have
any trouble with the cardind's guards?

"Notrouble," Freytag said, Spping from aglassof wine. "Infact, | hardly had to do anything &t al.
When the guards moved in, two men came to D'Artagnan’s rescue.”

"Ah, that would be our friendsthe musketeers” said Taylor.

"l don't think s0," Freytag said. "Not unless one of them knows karate.”

"Karate?"

Freytag nodded and took a big swallow of wine. He wiped his mouth with the back of hisbeefy
hand. "One of them laid aspinning back kick on one of the guards,” he said. "Dropped him with ahed
right to thetemple. Very pretty. | couldn't have doneit better, mysdf. Their swordsmanship was very
interesting. Textbook perfect. Unless| miss my guess, they've both had experience with swords other
than rapiers. They showed some interesting variations. I'll 1ay odds that the big guy would be a mean man
with akatana"

"What'sthat?'

"A large Japanese sword. Used by the samurai.”

"Samurai! Areyou certain?'

"Weagpons are my specidty, Adrian. Y ou know that.”

"Do you redize what that means? They've sent in com-mandos”

"Well, you did say you liked achalenge.”

"Not aword of thisto Tonio or Jmmy, you understand? Jmmy aready seemsalittle shaky tome. |
think we'd best keep an eye on him.”

"What doesit matter?' Freytag said. "We don't need either him or Tonio. They were both
expendable, right from the beginning, just like Silvera.™

"They must never suspect that," Taylor said. "It'sessentid to the plan that they believe. . . ." Hiseyes
seemed to glaze over for amoment. In a second, they became animated once again and adow, sultry
smile spread across the face of Milady de Winter. "Y ou're quite right, Bruno. It doesn't redly mat-ter,
doesit? The more people they send in, the greater the risk of tempora contamination. That playsright
into our hands. Would you know these men if you saw them again?'

"It wasdark. I'm afraid | didn't get avery good look at them. | couldn't say if I'd recognize them
agan."
"Wdll, no matter. | want you to take aletter to my good friend, the cardinal. After dl, hehasan
interest in the Buck-ingham affair and it'stime to prod him into the next stage of our operation.”



8

The carriage pulled up in front of the tavern on the outskirts of Paris. It was accompanied by asmall
troop of mounted guards. Rochefort dismounted and entered the tavern, fol-lowed by severd of the
guards. Two of them stationed them-selves outside the front door. Another two grabbed the
be-wildered, suddenly frightened innkeeper and frogmarched him into the kitchen, where they stayed
with him and the other help. Rochefort glanced around the tavern, seeing that he was quite lone. There
was the sound of adoor opening above him and he heard a soft footfall. Hisrapier sang free of its
scab-bard. Helooked up and saw Milady de Winter standing at the railing above him, looking down.

"Thereisno one ese here except my man,” she said.

"Milady,” Rochefort said. He crossed the room and went to the door, opening it and nodding at
someone in the car-riage. A man in adark, long cloak and buff riding boots stepped out. Hewore a
large, dightly droopy hat pulled low over hisface. He waked quickly to the front door of the tavern and
entered. Rochefort stood aside to let him pass, bowing dightly ashe did.

Onceingde, the man removed hiswell-worn gloves and hat, revealing himsaf asagray-haired,
distinguished-looking gentleman of about thirty-six or thirty-seven yearswith pierc-ing eyes, aprominent
nose, and asharply pointed imperia goatee surmounted by long, curled moustaches. He glanced up to
see Milady de Winter descending the stairs toward him.

"This penchant of yours for mysterious, out-of-the-way assignations grows somewhat tiresome,
Milady," he said, tossing his hat and gloves onto atable. "Y ou did say it wasim-portant.”

"I've come by some information that | believe you'l find to your advantage, Y our Eminence," said
Taylor, amiling at the cardind.

"Why could thisinformation not have been passed on to Rochefort?* Richdieu said, pulling out a
chair for Milady to sit down.

"Because | don't like deding with intermediaries,” Taylor said, smiling as Rochefort stiffened. "I must
be careful. I'm sure you appreciate that.”

"I will tel you if | appreciateit after | have heard what you haveto say,” said Richdieu. "Our last
contact brought less than satisfactory results.”

"l cannot be blamed for Buckingham's escape,” said Taylor. "1 brought you al the necessary
information. It was not my fault that your men were not up to the task.”

"Y ou did not tell me that he would be guarded by the musketeers," said Richdlieu.

"l cannot know everything, Y our Eminence. Obvioudy, your own informant was somewhat derelict in
hisduties™

"My own informant?"

"Did you not arrange to have Monsieur Bonacieux report to you concerning the activities of hiswife?"

Richdieu raised his bushy eyebrows. "For one who claimsthat she cannot know everything, you are
remarkably wdll in-formed, Milady. It occursto methat you would make avery useful adly. Or avery
dangerous antagonist.”

"l will takethat asacompliment, Y our Eminence,” said Taylor.

"It was not intended as one, Milady. What new information have you brought me? If it proves useful,
you will not find me ungenerous.”

"It concerns Milord, the Duke of Buckingham, Y our Emi-nence.”

"By now, he's back in London and well out of reach,” said Richelieu. "He's had his assgnation with
the queen and made good his escape. | have lost my opportunity. Of what interest would he beto me
now?'

"Well, heisdtill an enemy of France, Y our Eminence, and | should think that any intelligence
regarding an enemy would be welcome.”

"L et me bethejudge of that."

"And s0 you shal be. Buckingham has, indeed, returned to England. But he did not return



empty-handed.”

"What do you mean?"

"I have reason to believe that the queen gave him something to take back with him. A token, apledge
of her affections™

"Thisisnot newsto me," said Richelieu, "dthough | am surprised that you should know of it. The
gueen gave Buck-ingham a dozen diamond studs, which were agift from Louis. Indiscreet, perhaps, but
hardly incriminating. She could easily claim that they were lost or stolen or make up some other plausible
excuseto explain their disappearance.”

"True," said Taylor. "But suppose, just for amoment, Y our Eminence, that the king wasto give aball
in honor of the queen. And suppose that he requested her, as an indul-gence, to wear those very studs
she gave to Buckingham.”

" She would be unable to produce them," Richelieu said. "Doubtless, she would make some sort of an
excuse, as| havetold you. Nothing could be proved.”

"Ah, but suppose again, Y our Eminence, that when the queen claimed the diamond studs were
stolen, you had two of them in your possession. Wouldn't it be interesting to see the queen'sreaction
when you explained how you happened to come by them?”

"l see," said Richelieu. "Y es, that would be quite interest-ing, indeed. What do you require of me?"

""'Some money would be useful,” Taylor said, "aso some sort of authorization, in your own hand, that
would enable meto act freely and without fear of compromise.”

Richdieu frowned. "Obvioudy, | can put nothing of thisinwriting,” he said.

"It will not be necessary,” Taylor said. "l do not require a detailed approva of my actions, only your
carte blanche. I'm sure that you can word it ppropriately.”

"That's asking agreat ded," said Richelieu.



"The gakes are high, Y our Eminence,”" said Taylor. "I need to protect mysdf.”

"Very well," said Richelieu, after amoment'sthought. "1 will write you a carte blanche. The moment
you have those studsin your possession, you will let me know."

"But, of course, Y our Eminence.”

The cardind finished writing, then stood and put on his hat and began pulling on hisgloves.

"I do not know why," he said, "but it makes me very nerv-ousto ded with you, Milady. | am never
entirely certain whom you serve.”

"Why, only you, Y our Eminence."

"If | believed that, then | would be afool, indeed. Our interests seem to be dlied for the moment,
Milady. For the moment. Take care that we do not start working at cross pur-poses. | am France,
Milady, and &t this point in history, France cannot afford to be forgiving. See that you remember that.”

"Who am | to go againgt the course of history, Y our Emi-nence?"

Richelieu regarded Milady steadily. "Y es. Quite. Good day to you, Milady."

"Good day, Y our Eminence.”

Delaney awoketo find aknife held across histhroat.

"If | wasaterrorist, you'd be dead,” said Mongoose. He was dressed as a cleaning womanin a
shapeless dress, heavy shoes, and gray wig.

"You look ridiculous," Delaney said. "How did you get in? Oh, of course, these are your rooms, you
have akey." He sat up dowly and groaned. "Oh, my head.”

"Y ou redlly think the Timekeeperswould need akey?' said Mongoose. "Besdes, you |eft the door
open. Not even un-locked, for God's sakes, open. | would at least have thought that you'd be ableto
hold your liquor. Y ou'reamess."

He went over to the bed where Lucas dept, dead to the world, and dapped him across the face
severd times.

"Comeon, Priest, wake up, | haven't got dl day.”

Lucas shot up out of bed, making agrab, but the agent threw him on the floor.

"Commandos,” he said, scornfully. "What ajoke."

"Mongoosa!" Lucas said, getting up ungteadily. "What the hell ?*

Both men were gl dressed, having falen into bed fully clothed after anight of heavy drinking.
D'Artagnan had in-sisted upon their meeting the other musketeers and cele-brating.

"| take it that the musketeers drank you under the table last night,” Mongoose said.

"Actudly, D'Artagnan, Aramis, and Porthos were un-conscious when we left,” said Lucas, ringng his
face off with water from abowl beside his bed. " Athos was still going strong. He seemsto have had lots
of experience.”

"We saw Buckingham last night,” said Finn. "'In fact, we helped D'Artagnan save him from—"

"I know dl about it, | wasthere," said Mongoose.

"Soitwasyou!" said Lucas.

"If you're referring to the man killed by the laser, no, it wasn't me," the agent said. "It wasaman
named Freytag. A redl nasty customer with arather impressive record. | got agood look at him through
my scope.”

"A terrorig?' said Finn. "Why didn't you take him out?'

"A better question might be why didn't he take you out? He had a clear shot at both of you and it'sa
cinch he made you. French cavaliers don't usualy know karate. Y ou guys are about as subtle asa
cavdry charge.”

"I don't know what you're complaining about,” said Lucas. "Wasn't that the generd idea, using usto
lure the terrorists out into the open?”

"I'mjust puzzled asto why hedidn't kill you,” Mongoose said. "'l find that very interesting. It was an
idedl stuation for atempord disruption. All Freytag had to do waskill Buck-ingham and then take care
of you. He could have killed D'Ar-tagnan, too. That would have been one hdll of amessto Straighten



"Sowhy didn't hedoit?' Finnsaid. "Not that I'm com-plaining.”

"Good question. It would seem to suggest that they want Buckingham, D'Artagnan, and even the two
of you dive"

"That doesn't make any sense,” said Lucas.

"Perhapsit does, if the man who's giving the ordersiswho | think it is. Thisgameis getting very
interesing.”



"Game?' sad Finn.

"Oh, it would be agameto him," said Mongoose. "That would be hisstyle.

"Sounds very melodramatic,” Lucas said. "Do we get aname? A description, maybe?!

Mongoose smiled. His old woman's disguise was complete right down to the rotting teeth.

"Hisnameis Adrian Taylor. I'm afraid we don't have adescription on him. He's a cut above your
averageterrorist.”

"What doesthat mean?' Finn said.

"It meansthat he's very good at what he does," the agent said. "Taylor'samentd case, a psychopath,
completely un-predictable. But he's a so a pro, which makes matters worse because he's capable of a
deadly, systematic rationdity. He can keep it on arein and let it dl loose when it suitshim.”

"Sounds like you know the fellow," Lucas said.

Mongoose nodded. "Our paths have crossed before. He's not like the others. | supposeit's possible
that he believes d| that fanatic bullshit the Timekeepers spout, but | doubt that that's what driveshim. This
onégsinit for the money. And because he likes to hang it right out over the edge.”

"Sorta reminds you of someone we know, doesn't he?' said Finn.

"He'sworked with Freytag before," the agent continued, ignoring Delaney'sjibe. "l tailed Freytag to
the Rue Vaugirard and then | lost him. | don't think he knew that he was be-ing followed, he was just
being very careful

"Which raises another question,” Lucas said. "'If they know we're onto them and they've got a
chronoplate, why don't they smply abandon their plan to create adisruption here and clock out to
another period? Our chances of latching onto them again would be practicaly nil."

"Y ou don't know Taylor,” Mongoose said. "He's not aquitter and hewon't beintimidated. That's
what I'm counting on. He knows that as long as we don't know where that plate is, he's got an edge and
helll hold off using it until thelast possible moment.”

"Then thisshould interest you," said Lucas. "Finn and | think we know where that chronoplateis. We
followed an old man and a young woman from the L uxembourg to a house on the Rue St. Honore. The
old man had alaser. He—"

"That would be Jack Bennett," Mongoose said. "Alias Dr. Jacques Benoit. HE's the underground link
to theterrorigts.”

"You knew!"

"Of course | knew. What do you think I've been doing dl thistime, stting on my hands?"

"But if you knew about Bennett, why didn't you let usinonit?' Lucassad.

Delaney snorted. "Silly question. There was no need for usto know. Right, MataHari?'

"For aguy who had aknife a histhroat a couple of min-utes ago, you're pretty cocky," Mongoose
sad.

"What's he talking about?' said L ucas.

"His bedside manner," Finn said. "Do you mind if | asked another slly question? If you knew about
Bennett, why didn't you movein?"

"Because he doesn't have the chronoplate. The Time-keeperswould never sit ill for that. He might
have given them accessto it initidly, but he's not part of their inner circle. Taylor will have taken it away
fromhim."

"You had it dl figured out, didn't you?' said Delaney. "Y ou found out about Jack Bennett and you've
probably had him under observation ever snce, only it would seem that the terrorists got what they
wanted from him and now he's out of the picture. So why leave him around? Easy, because hewould
make a perfect decoy. Y ou figured that out, too, because you made sure that he knew he was under
observation, hoping to scare him enough to lead you to the terrorigts. If he did, you'd movein, and if he
didn't, the terrorists would think their de-coy plan was working. Meanwhile you anticipated the poten-tial
disruption scenarios and you've been Johnny-on-the-spot. Y ou made sure to give usingtructions that
would involve uswith the principas, so that the terrorists would make us, just like Freytag did last night.
Theideawasto dangle alittle bait in front of them, a couple of decoys of your own. Freytag was
supposed to spot us, if not last night, then at some other point, whenever we happened to intersect with



the key figuresin this scenario. Y ou or one of your people would have been right there, because you've
had us watched congtantly. We were supposed to get killed. With us dead, the terrorists would fedd more
secure, since they'd seem to have gotten away with it. They'd get careless and you'd trail them to their
hideout where they keep the chronoplate. All very neat. Only Freytag didn't kill us. That'swhy it bothers
you. Not because they've passed up an opportunity, but because they're not improvising. They didn't
take your bait. They're sticking to their origina plan and you don't know what that is. What's more, you
had a chance last night, when you made Freytag. Y ou could have followed him to this Taylor character,
but you blew it. Freytag didn't know that he was being followed? | don't buy it. He knew and he shook
you and it only took him acouple of blocksto do it. He and Taylor probably had a good laugh about it."

"Areyou finished?"

"Not quite. How many people have you got on thismis-son? A dozen? Two dozen? More? You
never even considered the possibility of an adjustment going down, did you?Y ou brought enough people
back here to spread anet, to cover dl the possibilities. Only you needed someone the Timekeepers
could spot, atarget they could shoot a. Asyou said, someone to make them nervous. Agency personnel
aretoo vauable to waste on something like that, right? A couple of soldierswould be just the thing. What
did you do, go to the Referee Corps and requisition a couple of expendables? Sure, you can have
Deaney. HEsmade apain in the ass of himself before and he's up on charges now. Hell bejust perfect.
And Priest just happened to be there with me at the wrong time, so he got thrown into the dedl. Isthat
how it went down?'

Mongoose regarded him with asteady gaze. "More or less,” he said.

"Damn," said Lucas. "I can't believe that Forrester would go dong with that."

"He had no choice," said Finn, "assuming that he even knew about it."

"If it'sworth anything," said Mongoose, "I don't think Maor Forrester was fully briefed. There was
no need for him to know."

"Well, that pretty much fitsin with standard operating pro-cedure, doesn't it?" said Finn. "The pawns
aretheleast 9g-nificant piecesin agame. There's no need for them to know the reasons for the moves
they arerequired to make. That'sal thismissionisfor you, isnt it? A game. It'sagamefor Taylor and it's
agamefor you. Except Taylor controls the board.

He's got agameplan and you don't. He's castled and hel's got dl his most important pieces functioning
freely. Y ou've got your pieces spread out al over the board. Every agent you've got back here
represents one more chance for something to go wrong. Y ou're out of control, Mongoose. The only way
you're going to win isif you get damn lucky."

"You il only have part of thetota picture, Delaney,” said the agent. "To switch your chess
metaphor to one of cards, | still have afew aces up my deeve. Nor do | play adefensive game, asyou
imply. But that need not concern you. Granted, you've been used. But you can il be useful. Y our
surviva depends upon the degree of your usefulness.”

"Suppose we don't choose to play?' said Lucas.

"Inthat case, your usefulnesswill have ended,” Mongoose said. "Freytag let you live, thisonetime.
He obvioudy had areason for doing o, although | confessthat I'm at alossto guesswhat that reasonis.
He could havekilled you easily; Freytag is an accomplished assassin. He can and will do so whenever it
suits Taylor's purpose. Y ou're out in the open and extremely vulnerable.”

"Thanksto you," said Lucas.

"Yes, thanksto me," said Mongoose. "Y ou do have severa dternatives, though. Oneisto refuseto
cooperate. Y ou could push the panic button. | can tell you now that it would bring no results. Were the
Observerson thismission. Y ou could desert, but | don't think you'll do that. | don't think it'sin you.
You'd still be vulnerable. The Timekeepers could get you or, for that matter, my people could get you. It
would be smple. Y ou have no ideawho they are, where they are, or how many of them there are.
Frankly, theréd be no percentage in my having you sanctioned. | wouldn't waste my time. | don't think
you'll desert, because you want to stop the Timekeepers as badly as| do. Y ou could tell meto go to hell
and try it on your own, but then you wouldn't have the benefit of whatever information | choose to pass
onto you and | don't think | need to remind you that, without me, there's no way for you to get back



home. Which brings usto your find adternative. Y ou continue to work with me and let me call the shots.”
"Which meansweve got no dternativesat dl," said Lucas.
"| rather thought you'd cometo that conclusion.”



"All right, you bastard,” Finn said, "you win. Well play it your way."

"I'msoglad,” said Mongoose. "And just to prove to you that I'm not ungrateful, I'll pass on auseful
bit of informa-tion. What you do with it is up to you. Before Jack Bennett deserted from the Temporal
Corps someten years ago, he was amedica officer. Specifically, hewasasurgeon. A specidistin
cosmetology, something you gentlemen should be familiar with. So when you go back out and start
interacting with the principalsin this scenario, you may want to exercise alittle caution. One of them may
not be what he seems.”

Moreau came quickly. The old ex-seaman asked no questions, Ssmply accepting that Doctor Jacques
and "his gentleman friend" were in some kind of trouble and needed hel p. When Bennett told him that he
would haveto be extremely careful if any of the "gentlemen from Handers' inquired asto his
whereabouts, Moreau grunted, nodding his head asif to say that he had thought as much, and then told
him to say no more, that he would take care of everything.

"Thereisonething morethat | must say,” Bennett told him.

"Thereisno need of explaining anything to me, Doctor Jacques," Moreau said.

"Yes, | know that, old friend," Bennett said, "and | love you for it. But | must give you awarning. Be
epecidly wary of Milady de Winter."

Moreau raised his eyebrows. There were few people in the know in Paris who had not heard of the
infamous"Milady."

"Merde," said Moreau. "What have you gotten yourself into, Doctor? No, on second thought, don't
tell me. | cannot tell what | don't know."

"| think that would bewise," Jack Bennett said.

"What would be wise would beto find a safe place for you right now and arrange for you and
Monseur Andreto leave Paris as soon as possible.”

Andre, ill being in her male guise, did not correct Moreau in his misconception and, following her
cue, Marie, Pierre, and Bennett kept silent on the subject aswell.

"I'm afraid that wouldn't do,” said Jack. "We must find a safe place to hide for now, that's true, but
we cannot possibly leave Paris. Thereis more at stake than you would under-stand.”

"It'syour choice," Moreau said. "But they'll be looking for you, won't they?"

"They'll be looking for Doctor Jacques,” said Andre. "They do not know about me asyet. That may
give us some freedom to act.”

"l see" Moreau said. "Well, then, perhapsit would be best if | were to arrange separate sanctuaries
for you. If no oneis seeking you in connection with this matter, whatever it may be, then you can come
and ay a my establishment, Monsieur Andre, asmy guest.”

"I would not wish to impose upon your generosity,” Andre began, but Moreau interrupted her with a
wave of hishand.

"Think nothing of it. What | do, | do for Doctor Jacques, and you are hisfriend. If helping you helps
him, so much the better. Now, where shdl we put you, my friend?"

Moreau thought amoment.

"Ah, | haveit. | have afriend who owes me for some favors. He will be more than happy to get out
of my debt so chegply. | will send you to stay with him. He has a house in the Rue des Fossoyeurs, No.
14. What's more, he has ayoung cadet who lodges with him, an expert swordsman, as| hear tell. You
should be safe there.”

"Can your friend be trusted?’ said Bennett.

"Bonacieux? Heis an innocent and as Smple asthe day islong, but heisaso abit of a chatterbox.
He'sagood man, but I'm not certain that | would trust him with asecret. He might blurt it out through no
fault of hisown. No, it would be best if we were to concoct some sort of story to keep his curiosity
ap-peased.”

"Have | met this Bonacieux?" said Bennett.

"Itisentirely possible," said Moreau. "He frequents the tavern now and then. A likeable, rather
scatterbrained old fellow, gray hair, spindly littlelegs, red nose, and chin just like a spade.”



Bennett shook hishead. "Maybe, | don't know. His name seems somehow familiar.”

"Widll, then doubtless you have met him. Either way, hisplace will do. I'll tell him that you're my
cousin, recently returned from alife at sea Y ou know something of the salling life, as| recal; that should
makeit easer in case he should become garrulous, which isvery likely. He doesn't see hiswife too often
and lamentsfor lack of company. Well say that you've left the seaman'slife behind because you've
become somewhat infirm and need frequent rest. That should insure you some needed privecy.”

"I'll need to Say in touch with Andre," Bennett said.

"He can come and see you there, if heisnot being sought,” Moreau said. He shrugged. "Simple.
WEell tell Bonacieux that heisyour nephew on my sister's side, coming to look in on you from timeto
time. Bonacieux will doubtlessfind the whole thing very boring and you will doubtless find Bonacieux
very boring, but a least you will be safe.”

"Good, that will do then," Bennett said.

"Isthere anything esethat | can do for you, my friend?' Moreau said.

"Onething more, for now," Jack said. "l will leave some money with you. Those two downstairs—"

"Marieand Pierre?’

"Yes, | think it would be best if they did not know where | was, but you will ook after them for me,
won't you? They've been true and faithful friends."

"It will be my pleasure,” said Moreau. "I think it would be best if the two of you wereto stay here
tonight. | will speak to Bonacieux after | leave and we can move you in tomorrow morning. Monsieur
Andre, | should have your room ready for you by tomorrow afternoon. | will have to evict a deadbest
who ingstson drinking up al hisrent money. He'sbeen drink-ing it dl up in my tavern, so | haventt
minded much, but | still come out behind. Make your way to the tavern after noon tomorrow.”

"l shdl," said Andre, "and thank you for your help."

"It'sasmdl thing," said Moreau, shrugging. "'l only hope that you two know what you're doing. If
your path has crossed Milady's, well ... sheissaid to have very powerful friends.”

"l know that al too well, Moreau."

"Yes, well, goodnight then. I will return for you in the morning.”

"Moresu?'

The burly old man turned.

"Please be careful "

Moreau chuckled. "I've weethered far worse storms.”

When heleft, Jack closed the door and turned to Andre. "I'm afraid that your disguise hasresulted in
there not being separate deeping arrangements,” he said. "'I'm sorry for the inconvenience, but I'm very
glad for your resourcefulness.”

"Do not concern yoursdlf," said Andre, sitting down upon achair and resting her rapier across her
knees.

"l must say, you gave me quite aturn when | first camein. I amost didn't recognize you. How isit
that you—"

"I have lived most of my life passing for aman,” she said. "It gave me more freedom. But that is not
important. I've waited long enough. | know nothing of what has happened and it is past time for
explandions”

"Of course,” said Jack. "Y ou have aright to know. It will take awhileto explain.”

"Wehaved| night."

"Indeed. Well. | don't know how much Hunter told you, but you obvioudy know something about
timetravel and the future that we came from. I'll start from the beginning and tell you everything | can.
Stop meif you require further ex-planation; | will do my best. The Tempora Corpswasformedin....”

Jack Bennett spoke for along time, explaining everything he could to the best of his ability, answering
questions, telling her about the time wars, the Referee and Observer Corps, the arbitration of temporal
conflicts, and the work and theories of Albrecht Mensinger. When hefindly stopped, at three o'clock in
the morning, he was exhausted. He was a so de-spondent, because of the role that he had played and
because of the seeming futility of their Stugtion.



"l wasafool to go dong with them,” he said, "an utter fool. But Taylor was persuasive, aswas
Darcy. You have to understand that | deserted al those years ago because | smply couldn't take it
anymore. | could no longer give the system my sanction by being apart of it. It was lunacy. Mensinger
told the world that it was lunacy and no one listened to him; why would anyone bother listening to me?

"No, if I couldn't changeit, then | would no longer be apart of it. | had seen too much, | had redlized
all the dangers from firsthand experience and if the world was headed toward disaster, then at least |
could have some small satisfaction in knowing that | had not been apart of it, that | had withheld my
sanction. That | had washed my hands of it," he added, lamely, shaking his head.

"| deserted and | came here. | resolved to live out the reemainder of my life herein Franceasa
smple country doctor, removed from the city, away from dl the foolishness of man. All told, it wasa
rather maudlin period during which | felt extremdy sdf-satisfied, termindly righteous, and very much at
peace. However, life doesn't necessarily work out the way you plan it.

"I don't know why | never destroyed my chronoplate. Now, | wish to God that | had, but at the time,
| remember thinking that it was good to keep around as a sort of last resort. | was quite paranoid in those
early days, convinced that even with my much modified, untraceable chronoplate they might till
somehow find me. In that case, | would need to escape quickly. | think that, perhaps, | so knew that
the plate would comein handy if | ever faced a Situation that | would not be able to handle on the
srength of my medicd knowledge done. That, infact, is precisaly what happened.

"An old farmer came to me with hiswife and child—aman whom | had befriended and who had
befriended me. They had dways, from the very first, welcomed meinto their home and made mefed a
part of their lives. The child had cancer. The disease wasfatd. It wasin its advanced stages. It can occur
that way, gtriking with very little warning. | knew at once what was the matter with the boy. They knew
only that hewas dying. | knew why hewas dying, | knew what waskilling him, and | knew how to cure
it. But | could not cureit given the resources of thistime. To do that, | had to travel back to my own time
in order to obtain the necessary supplies. | was afraid, but | could not sit by and watch that child die,
knowing that | had the knowledge to save him and wastoo afraid to utilize the means. That waswhen |
made my first trip back to my own time. That was aso when | first became aware of and made contact
with the underground.

"I won't belabor you with the details of that story. What mattersisthat suddenly | was presented with
an opportunity to do something about the time wars. | couldn't stop them, but | could help othersto
desert, to refuse to take part in the lunacy. | became part of the underground.

"That child was cured, but my life changed from that point on. | moved to Paris and established
myself there as a physi-cian. | would be a contact point in the underground and it's easier to concedl the
comings and goings of peoplein acity teeming with people. That washow | first met Hunter.

"l kept returning to my own time, dangerous though it was, and contacting peoplein our organization
who helped meto procure supplies. | had access to modern equipment, to stolen, modified implants, in
short, | soon became a key figure in the organization. And on one of my trips back to my own time, | met
the Timekeepers.

"There were people in my own time, members of the under-ground, who were involved with an
organization known as the Tempora Preservation League. It was a group founded by Albrecht
Mensinger and its aim was to stop the war machine. Most of the members of the league pursued this goa
through peaceful means, but there were those who believed that they should stop at nothing to achieve
their ams. These were the Timekeepers. Jmmy Darcy was amember of the Time-keepers, although
when | first met him, | didn't know that. | smply thought he was amember of theleague. Intime, | came
to learn the truth, and it was through him that | met Adrian Taylor.

"Y ou must understand that | was and am againgt everything that the Timekeepers stand for. | could
not and cannot con-done terrorism. But they wove a very tempting web and drew mein. I'm not trying to
excuse my actions, only to explain what motivated them.

"They had aplan to fight the war machine, an elegant plan that | believed could not fail to work. With
my help, with ac-cessto my surgica skillsand chronoplate, they could form aunit that would travel back
intime and interferewith history. The plan was that they would announce their intent, then follow through



onitif the onesin power refused to listen. They would refuse, of course; but in time, they would have no
choice but to accede to our demands.

"We would go back to some period in the past and create atempora disruption, set into motion a
course of eventsthat would interfere with history. We would then dert the Referee Corps, giving them
ample opportunity and time to effect an adjustment, thereby preserving the naturd, historic course of
events. Y e, even as they worked to bring their adjustment about, we would already bein yet another
period, creating yet another disruption. We would repeat the process all over again and keep repesting it,
putting a massve drain on the power, resources, and abilities of those who perpetuated thetime wars. In
time, they would be forced to redlize that they could not stop us and they would have no choice but to
ligten to our demands. | was so naive, | actudly believed that.

"l know now that that was never Taylor's plan. Taylor isin-sane. He's akiller. I'm convinced that he
never meant to creste amere tempora disruption. No, hisgoa isfar more ambitious. What Taylor wants
to do isto create nothing less than atimestream split, to bring about the very disaster that the league and
even hisfdlow terrorisis wanted to avoid. And | helped him."

"Thenitisup to youto sop him,” Andre said.

"l wish | could,” said Bennett. "I know I'm going to haveto try, but | don't know what | can do. I'm
just oneman.”

"One man who can move through time aseasly as| can crossthisroom,” said Andre. "A man who
can make a beam of light cut better than the sharpest blade, who can transform aman into awoman.
After what | have seen and learned, | no longer believe that there is anything that cannot be done. After
al that, what must be done seems very smple. Taylor must be killed, dlong with those who serve him.

Y ou are not done, Jack Bennett. | will help you."
"I'm afraid that killing Taylor is not asmple matter,” Bennett said.
Andre smiled. "Nor iskilling me."

9

Jmmy Darcy and Tonio Vdenti had seen Bennett and the woman enter the house on the Rue .
Honore. They had seen Bennett brandishing hislaser.

"What do you think they did with Silvera?' Tonio said, scratching at his severa-days-old growth of
thick black beard. Both he and immy were dressed as common laborers.

"Could be they've taken him into custody and turned him over to other agents, maybe even clocked
himout,” said Jmmy. "Could be he's dead.”

"That one chest seems pretty heavy,” Tonio said. "What do you think they've got in there?'

Both men exchanged quick glances.

"Thisisredly stupid,” Jmmy said, beginning to test the waters. " There's absolutely no good reason to
kill thosetwo."

"Bosssorders,” Tonio said. "Besides, they got Silvera. One way or another,” he added, abit more
Softly.

"So they got Silvera," Jmmy said. " Silvera screwed up. He never should've taken out that agent.”

"He was the opposition,” Tonio said.

"Chrigt, useyour brain," said Jmmy. "They've probably got agents crawling over haf of Paris; you
redly believe we can take them al on? What's the point? The only thing that mattersis the plan and they
havenoideawha itis."

"Y eah, but maybe they can guess,” said Tonio.

"Maybe, but | doubt it. Even if they do, so what? Stopping it won't be so easy. Even if they do stop
it, we've still got the plate. We cut and run and start all over in another period. And thistime, there won't
be any infiltratorsto tdl them wherewe are.”

"That bastard never had a chance to—"



"How else could they have found out about it? He must have lived long enough to leave amessage.”

"Cmon, Taylor left him with hisgutsdl over the goddamn floor," said Tonio.

"Maybethat'sjust the point,” said Immy. "Taylor didn't finish thejob."

"Y egh, maybe."

"He thinks an agent known as Mongoose may be running the TIA operation,” Jmmy said.

"Yeah? So?"

"Theway | understand it, Taylor's got apretty heavy grudge againg him. It just makes me alittle
nervous, that'sall. Taylor ssemsto want to get his hands on that guy pretty badly.”

"Y ou saying Taylor might be putting his vendetta or what-ever ahead of the operation?”

"l don't know. Isthat what | said?'

"No, not exactly. It'swhat you're not saying that interests me. Ever since that sex-change operation,
he's been acting pretty strange.”

"You noticed."

"Don't pussyfoot with me, son. Say what's on your mind."

"How long have you known Taylor?'

"Not aslong asyou."

"How do you fed about him?"

"What do you say we cut through dl this crap?' said Tonio. "Either you level with me or you dont;
make up your fucking mind."

"| think you know what I'm getting at.”

"Yeah, but | want to hear you say it."

Jmmy nodded. "All right. Taylor isapro. Unlike you and me, he's getting paid abundlefor this. |
don't know how much, but | know it's pretty heavy. He makes dl the right noises, but when it comes
right down toit, he'san outsder.”

"He's been with the organization for quiteawhile.”

"He'sworked for the organization,” Jmmy said. "It's not the same. He's till an outsider. A very
well-paid outsider.”

"They have handed us our tools...." said Tonio.

"Yeah, sure. But it helpsto know that you're using the right tool for theright job."

"You don't trust him."

Jmmy didn't reply for severd seconds. Y ou redize he's crazy, don't you?"

Tonio chuckled. "Dont let Freytag hear you say that."

"Wdl?'

Tonio stared at him. "He's a paranoid schizophrenic most of the time, except when he'sa
psychopath. Does that answer your question?”

"Y es, that answers my question.”

"And you want to know what I'm going to do about that.”

"Yesh"

"Absolutely nothing.”

"What?"

"You heard me."

"I heard you, but | didn't understand you. Y ou agree with me about Taylor and you're going to do
absolutely nothing?"

"You bet. It'slikeyou said, Taylor isapro. I'm just an amateur. Going up againgt Taylor would be
dangerous, but going up againgt Taylor and Freytag would be fucking suicide. Taylor I've got my doubts
about, but | know for damn sure that Freytag doesn't give agood goddamn about Professor Mensinger,
the Timekeepers or the time wars. Freytag's amer-cenary and Taylor is his paymaster. Neither you nor |
nor both of ustogether can afford to buy him off and, frankly, I'd rather go up against adozen Jmmy
Darcysthan one Freytag. So I'm smply going to pretend this conversation never hap-pened and if you're
smart, you'll watch yoursdf. Besides, he might be madder than a mayfly, but with Taylor, therésahdl of
alot more chance of thiswhole thing coming off than with-out him. Okay?"



Jmmy nodded grimly. "Okay."

"Terrific. Now what do you say we go and get the job done? It's dark enough to dip in there without
drawing atten-tion to ourselves. Wel makeit nice and quick and there's one less thing to worry abouit.
All right?"

"Sure," saild immy. He took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "Let'sgo and kill poor old Doc
Bennett."



"Just make sure you subdue the woman firgt," said Tonio. "She's an agent and shelll bethe oneto
giveustrouble”

Walking normally, they crossed the street and headed toward the house, going past it and then
doubling back be-hind it. There was no back door, but they had been at Doc Bennett's house before and
they knew the best way to break in. It didn't take them but amoment. They entered the house silently,
weapons at the ready, listening for noise, the sound of conversation, footsteps, anything. There was no
noise.

"Watch yoursdlf," whispered Tonio.

It didn't take them very long to discover that their quarry had fled. The house was deserted and they
saw that Bennett had taken care to destroy al of his equipment and supplies.

"Wewaited too long," said Tonio. "We should have moved in earlier.”

"But how did they get out?"

"Obvioudy there'saway out of this house that we don't know about. Lookslike Doc didn't tell us
everything. Lucky for him."

"They must havejust left," said Jmmy. "It took timeto burn up al that stuff. Some of thisdagisill
hot."

Tonio had |eft the room and started searching the other rooms on thefirst floor. Moments later, he
cdled Darcy intothelibrary.

"Takealook at this" he said, indicating the chest on the floor in the center of the room. Mogt of
Andre's clotheswere dill init, severa items hanging over the sides of the open chest, others on the floor
around it. "Looks like sheleft in ahurry and repacked to travel light. But why repack in here?!

"The bookshdf," Jmmy said. He pointed to a space upon the shelf where severa books were
missing, having been placed upon the desk. Jmmy went over to the shelf and reached into the empty
space, feding around with his hand. " Jackpot,” he said, as aclick sounded and the shelf swung away to
revedl the door behind it. He amed hislaser at the lock. "This should only take asecond,” he said and
pressed the firing stud. The beam of light shot out for amoment and then he switched it off. He tapped
the door with the pam of hishand and it swung open.

"Hold it right therel" someone said in English. Jmmy bolted through the door. Tonio made the
mistake of reacting. He started to spin around and fire, but nothing happened. There had been a brief
flash of light and he heard athump on the floor &t hisfeet. Wondering why hislaser hadn't fired, he
looked down and saw his hand, gtill holding the weapon, lying on the floor.

He cameto and found himself sitting in achair, tied down securely. The room hewasin was dark,
the windows shuttered and covered with blankets so that no light seeped in. He could just barely make
out severa figuresin the room, one of them seated backwards on a chair severd feet in front of him.

"Good morning,” said the one Sitting before him.

"My hand,” mumbled Tonio.

"Weleft it on the desk back in Jack Bennett's house,” the man said. "If Doc ever gets back, he can
useit asapaper-weight.”

Tonio's mouth felt funny. He was having a hard time wak-ing up and clearing his head.

"Oh, by theway," the man said, "we found your little cyanide capsules. Nice traditiona touch. Y our
mouth feels funny because you're missing two molars. Our dental work isn't exactly top-notch qudlity, but
that'sthe least of your worries."

"Mongoose?" Tonio fdt lightheaded, wrapped infog.

"Surprise, surprise,” the agent said. "Right the first time. Adrian figured they'd send me, did he?!

"Bleading..." mumbled Tonio.

"Seeto hismouth," said Mongoose.

Someone approached him and pried his mouth open with hisfingers. Tonio tried to bite him, but
received astinging dap across the side of his head for histrouble. It seemed to him that he was moving in
dow motion. Once again, the fingers pried open his mouth and he fet them reaching in, swabbing at
where histeeth had been.



"We gave you alittle shot, Tonio," said Mongoose. "Weve dready had ashort chat, but you might
not remem-ber. Y ou were still out of it. Blood stopped?”

Tonio tried to fed with histongue. "Think s0," he durred.

"Good. Y ou know therés no point in fighting it, of course. Y ou're going to tell us everything. If you
try tofight it, it will just take alittle longer, but not much longer. Y ou know I'm right, don't you?'

Tonio nodded.

"Good. I know you'refeding alittle woozy, but al you haveto doistdl uswhat the planisand well
give you another little shot to make you deep.”

"Goingtokill me" Tonio said, thickly.

"No, Tonio, no one€'sgoing to kill you. | redlize that there's no reason for you to take my word for it,
but al you haveto doisthink about it for aminute and you'll seeI'm telling you the truth. I could kill you,
of course, but I'll get points for sending you back aive. It makesthe agency ook good. Well just have us
anicelittle chat and well give you something to make you deep and next thing you know, you'l be
waking up in anice warm prison cell back in the 27th century. Free room and board for the rest of your
life, unless you decide to opt for re-education and enlistment in the Tempora Corps. No swest, nice and

"Nicean'easy...."

"Riiight."

"Niean' essy...."

"What'sthe plan, Tonio?'

"Bingham..."

"Buckingham, right, we guessed as much. Go on."

"M'usteers... Di'mon stus..."

"All right, now we're getting somewhere," Mongoose said. He turned to the agents standing behind
him. "Well have thiswrapped up by tonight.” He turned back to the terrorigt. "All right, we know that the
musketeers are going to be sent out to retrieve the diamond studs from Buckingham. What's Taylor going
to—"

Tonio suddenly jerked back in his chair. Blood began pour-ing from his ears, mouth, nose and eyes.

"Son of a bitch!" Mongoose jumped up, toppling his chair. Furioudy, he kicked the chair acrossthe
room. Tonio's head |olled grotesquely against the back of the chair he wastied to. Blood dripped down
onto his clothing, made droplets on the floor.

"What the hell happened?’ said one of the other agents, rushing up to inspect the body. "How could
he"

Mongoose turned away. "Explosive implant,” he said, flatly. "Detonated by remote control. Poor
bastard probably didn't even know about it. Those tooth capsules were there just to throw us off. Taylor
hasn't missed atrick."

"| took along shot and it backfired," Mongoose said. "We should've taken Bennett right from the
beginning, instead of using him asbait.”

"Want usto bring himin now?'

Mongoose nodded. "Y eah. Bring him in. But don't be rough with him. Hell probably be very glad to
see you. He's got no friends now and helll be scared. | think hell want to talk.”

"Suppose he's got one of those explosive implants, too?"

"Not a chance. Taylor would've detonated it, instead of sending people after him. No, good ole Doc
Bennett's prob-ably the guy who did the operation. It's nice and smple. A little shot while you're adeep
and five minutes later, presto, walking time bomb."

"Some doctor.”

"You'rewasting time. | want Bennett in my custody before nightfall. He gave usthe dip with that
clever secret passage-way and it may cost him hislife. Get out there and find him before Freytag does.”

"Y ou know whét I've been thinking?' Finn asked L ucas.



L ucas belched and patted his ssomach. "What?'

"I've been thinking that we got araw ded. We soldier our damn buns off and al these characters
ever do isdrink and brawl and screw. Somelife, huh? Join the king's musketeers and get paid for raisng
hel."

They had joined the musketeersfor dinner at Moreau's Tavern and, after stuffing themsaves until
they couldn't possibly eat another mouthful, Finn and Lucas sat kicked back against thewall, Spping
wine and watching as Porthos and D'Artagnan regaed the crowd with an impromptu demonstration of
the finer points of swordsmanship. Severa tables had been pushed aside for the two to occupy the center
of the room, where Porthos was discoursing upon the ad-vantages of the Parisian style of fencing over
the Florentine style. The Parisan style, as defined by Porthos, conssted of holding arapier in one hand
and awine goblet in the other. He kept up a steady stream of chatter as he parried D'Artagnan's playful
thrusts with exaggerated flourishes of his sword and Moreau's customerswere loving it, guffawing,
shouting "Well struck!" and pounding on thetables.

Aramis, emphasizing that he was preparing for the clergy, occupied himself with trying to convert the
progtitutes. One a atime, he took them upstairsto lecture them upon the virtues of clean living and piety.

"| keep thinking about what Mongoose said,” said Lucas. "l just find it hard to believe that one of the
musketeers could be an impostor. Surdly, it can't be D'Artagnan. Porthos seemslike thered thing, all
right, and Aramis—"

"If one of them isan impostor,” said Delaney, "I'd say that thisis our most likely candideate, right
here

Athos came back to the table, having left to get more wine. He sat down heavily and set severa
bottles on the table, bot-tles that were refilled periodicaly from casks Moreau had in hiscdllar.

"Thiswineisswill," said Athaos, "but my throat is parched and I'll settle for dmaost anything. Come,
Francois, Alex-andre, drink up. It's our duty to get rid of all this garbage so Moreau can go out and buy
some decent wine."

They refilled their goblets. Athos kicked back his chair to lean against thewdl beside them. He
frowned as he saw Aramis heading upstairs with yet another potential convert.

"Women," he said, scornfully. "They'll be the desth of him yet." Hewas durring hiswords dightly.
"It'sawonder he hasn't gotten himself poxed aready.”

"Y ou don't much care for women, do you?' Lucas said.

"l have no usefor them.”

"No romance? Never beeninlove?’

Athos stared out into the center of the room, eyes un-focused, seeing something other than the
swordplay and the crowd.

"Once" hesad, softly.

"What, just once?'

"It was enough, my friend. | will say, rather, that it was much more than enough. | was young and
foolishand in love," he said those words as though they were an epithet, "and | did not do well in my
selection of amigtress.” Jerking hishead dightly, asif suddenly aware that he had said more than he
meant to, he reached out and grabbed one of the bot-tles off the table, knocking over two othersin the
process.

"I have another mistress now," he said, loudly, brandishing the bottle. " She'sloya and true and never
draysfar from my reach. She never failsto satisfy me; she never lets me down. Shefillsmeto the brim
with her warmth of loving kindness and she does not deceive me. Veritasin vino!" he shouted, raising the
bottle high in aviolent gesture that toppled him from his chair. Hefdl to the floor and remained there,
dead drunk.

Lucas glanced down at him. "Y ou were saying?' hesaid to Finn.

"On the other hand, maybe it's one of the others," Finn said.

Lucas didn't say anything. Delaney glanced at him and saw that he was staring intently out toward the
center of the room. A young, elegantly dressed cavdier had come down the stairs and hewas circling
around the mock combat in the center of the room, heading toward the door.



Misinterpreting his stare as an effort to keep hiseyesin focus, Finn rocked his chair back down,
away from thewall, and set his goblet down upon the table.

"Hell," he said, "I've had about enough. What do you say we cdl it anight?’

Lucasglanced a him sharply. " What did you say?"

"l sad, what do you say wecal it anight?’

Lucasrocked his chair forward so hard that the few remain-ing upright bottles on the table were
knocked over, spilling their contents onto the floor and into Delaney's | ap.

"Chrigt, what'swith you?" said Delaney, jumping up.

Lucas stared at the door, through which the young cavaier had passed seconds eerlier.

"Dela Croix" hesad, softly.

"What? Lucas, what's the matter with you? Y ou look like you've just seen aghogt.”

"l have" hesaid. "Comeon.”

"What?Where are we going?'

"Come on, | said! Hurry, beforewelose him!™



"Lose who?"

"Thered knight!"

"The...what?" Lucaswas heading for the door, pushing hisway through.

They followed the young cavdier carefully, keeping their distance and staying in the shadows.

"Lucas, areyou sure?" said Finn. "It couldn't be amis-take?'

"| told you, | never forget aface," said Lucas, vehemently. "Thelast time | saw that face, it belonged
to the woman who was with Jack Bennett. And the time before that, it wasin 12th-century England.”

Delaney shook hishead. "That's crazy. Y ou've had too much to drink. It'sa physical resemblance,
that'sdl. It can't be the same man!"

"Then what was he doing with Jack Bennett, an under-ground contact? | told you | saw that woman
before. No won-der | couldn't recognize her! She was aman dressed asawoman! I'm telling you, Finn,
that's Andre dela Croix!"

Finn thought back to their mission in the 12th century and to amercenary knight who had sold his
servicesto Prince John of Anjou. Lucas had met himinthe lists at Ashby and had taken such a battering
that he hadn't been able to see straight for hours.

"He must have been in the underground dl thetime!l” said Finn. "What's he doing here?’

"That'swhat | intend to find out,” said Lucas. They were in the Rue des Fossoyeurs. The cavalier
went up to No. 14 and knocked on the door. "That's D'Artagnan’'s house!" said Lucas.

Finn glanced behind them, but he couldn't see anything in the dark streets. "If Mongoose has his
peopletailing us, | hopeto hell they're not deegping onthejob," he said. "This could get nasty.”

They crept up to the window and peered insde. The cavaier was seated at atable, talking with an
old man whom they had last seen entering the house in the Rue &t. Honore.

"Jack Bennett," whispered Finn. "What the hdll isgoing on here?"

"It lookslike Mongoose was right,” said Lucas. "Our friend D'Artagnan isa Timekeeper."

"l cant believeit," said Delaney. "D'Artagnan can't be an impostor!”

"Y ou have any other explanation?’

"No, but... it just doesntt fit. It would mean that they've had us made right from the very start, before
we even arrived in Parig”

"Well, there's only one way we're ever going to know for sure,” said Lucas. He went over to the
door and pounded on it.

Someone said, "Who knocks?"

In aperfect imitation of D'Artagnan'svoice, Lucas said, "Damn you, Bonacieux, let mein! I've
forgotten my key!"

A moment later, the door was unlatched and as the person on the other side started to open it, Lucas
shouldered hisway in with Finn following close behind.

Jack Bennett was knocked back into thewall. Andre de la Croix leapt up, rapier drawn.

"We meet again, Sir Knight," Lucas said, spesking in Nor-man.

DelaCroix hestated, obvioudy taken aback. Bennett clawed for something in his pocket, but the
point of Finn'srapier was at histhroat in an instant.

"Dontdoit,” Finnsad, in English. "Let'shaveit. Sowly."

With alook of resignation, Bennett handed over hislaser.

"Who are you?' said Andre.

"Itisyou, isntit?" said Lucas. "Andre delaCroix. What do you cdl yoursdf in Paris?’

"How do you know me?"

"Weve met before" said Lucas. "Intheligts, onthefidd of Ashby."

"At Ashby? Impossible. | dont—"

"I'll refresh your memory," said Lucas, switching to En-glish. "Y ou wore red armor and had afleury
crossfor your shield device. | wore white and my shield device was an up-rooted oak. | remember being
quite impressed with your abili-ties. | never dreamt that you were underground.”

"Sheisnt," Bennett said. "At leadt, she wasn't then."



"Takeagood, closelook," said Bennett. "Andreisawoman.”

Finn had put away his sword and was now covering Bennett with the laser. "What isthis?' he said.
"What areyou trying to pull?’

Moving dowly, keeping hishandsin plain sght, Bennett walked over to achair and sat down.

"Y ou're commandos, aren't you?' he said. "An adjust-ment team?"

"That'sright,” said Finn, watching him closdly.

Bennett seemed relieved. "Andre, we have to cooperate with these men. They are soldiers from the
future”

Andre nodded. She put her rapier and her dagger down upon the table and dowly approached
Lucas.

"That'sfar enough,” said Lucas, when she was dmost within arm'sreach of him.

"l am unarmed,” she said, "and your friend can kill me easily.”

She held out her handsto L ucas.

"Your hand," shesaid.

Hesitantly, Lucas lowered hisrapier and stretched out his free hand to her. She came closer and took
hisleft hand in both of hers, pressing it againgt her chest, then dowly moving it down between her legs.
There was nothing sexua in the con-tact at al. She kept her eyes on his, watching for areaction. She
was surprised at what she saw. It was not at al what she had expected.

Lucasraised hiseyebrows only dightly and said, "All right, so you're awoman. What does that
prove?'

She glanced at Bennett, uncertainly.

"She'saunique woman,” Bennett said. "The term that's used is displaced person.”

Now Lucasredly looked surprised. "Are you telling me that—"

"That sheisnot now nor has she ever been a soldier of the Temporal Corps," said Bennett. "Briefly,
shewas born in the 12th century and orphaned as a child. She started passing for male at an early age
and through a series of fascinating cir-cumstances, she acquired the abilities that enabled her to become a
mercenary knight errant. | don't know thefull story, but she was brought to thistime by afriend of mine
whom she met in medieva England. Hunter had intended for her to—"

"Reese Hunter?" said Finn.

Now Bennett looked surprised. "Y ou knew him?"

"Knew?" said Lucas. "Pest tense?!

"Yes" said Bennett. "He's dead. Assassinated by ater-rorist named Silvera, who believed him to be
aTIA agent. Hunter came to Pariswith Andre to seek me out for the pur-pose of obtaining ablack
market implant for Andre. I've been amgor contact and supplier in the underground for many years. To
my everlasting sorrow, Hunter arrived at atime when | wasinvolved in aterrorist plot with the
Timekeepers. | was with them when he came looking for me. In inquiring asto my whereabouts, Hunter
must have attracted the attention of the Timekeepers, who took him to be an agent. They trailed him to
hisrooms a the L uxembourg Hotel—"

"The Luxembourg!" said Finn.

Bennett frowned. "Y es, that'sright. | thought you looked familiar. Y ou were the men we passed on
thegars”

"Continue," Lucas said.

Bennett sghed. "Hunter was followed to the L uxembourg and killed there. Fortunately, Andre was
not there at the time. On the other hand, if she was there, she might have prevented it. She's dtogether a
remarkable young woman. Well. At any rate, they must have staked out the hotel. When | received word
that Hunter wasin Paris and staying a the Luxembourg, | immediately went to see him. That waswhen |
met Andre. By that time, Hunter was dready dead and she was donein the hotel with his body, not
knowing how to dispose of it, who had killed him, or why he had been killed. | was seen going into the
hotel, to Hunter's room. Naturaly, the Timekeepers assumed | had betrayed them to the TIA and Silvera
broke into the room with the intention of killing me and taking Andre prisoner. However, Andre managed
tokill Silverafirs." Bennett was reciting the story in aflat and weary tone of voice. "We had to smuggle



both bodies out of the hotel—"

"That perfumed chest," said Finn.

"Yes" sad Bennett.

"Y ou passed uson the stairsand | thought | recognized Andre," Lucas said, "only | couldn't place her
face. Of course, thelast time that | saw her, she wasn't dressed as awoman. When | saw her assheis
now, leaving Moreau's



Tavern, | recognized her, but | thought she was a man passing as awoman. Instead, it was the other
way around!”

"Y ou followed usto the Rue St. Honore?' Bennett said.

"That'sright,” said Finn. "When we saw you flashing that laser around—"

"Y ou assumed | was a Timekeeper and that you had found the house where the chronoplate was
being kept," Bennett finished for him. ™Y ou were amost right. However, | don't have my plate anymore.
They took it from me. They have Hunter's plate, aswell, but they don't know itsfail-safe code. That's
why they're after Andre. They don't realize that she's adisplaced person and doesn't know how to
operateit.”

"And they want you dead because they think that you betrayed them to the agency," said Lucas.

"Kind of putsyou in atough spot, doesn't it?" said Finn. "Asfar asthe agency team is concerned,
you're with the Timekeepers. The Timekeepersthink you've sold out to the agents. The questionis,
where do you sand?'

"Until ashort while ago,” said Bennett, "I stood with them. I'm againgt the time wars. That waswhy |
joined the underground and it was why | became involved with the Tem-poral Preservation League.”

"Then there is a connection between the league and the ter-rorists?* said Finn.

"Oh, yes. It'sthe most tenuous of connections, but it exists. | became convinced that the
Timekeepers had aworkable plan to bring pressure upon the Referee Corpsto end the tempora
conflicts”

"A timestream plit iswhat you call aworkable plan?’ said Finn.

"That was only the announced intention,” Bennett said. "The Timekeepers themselves never intended
to bring about a split. The ideawasto create adjustment Stuations throughout al of history, derting the
Referee Corpsto each Situation as it was created, so that they would be able to restore historica
continuity, but at the price of extended manpower com-mitments, financia losses, and temporary
higorica ingabil-ity."

"Interesting idea," Lucas said. "But surdly you must have redized the chance that you were taking?
Suppose one of those adjustment Situations proved to beirreversible?”

"There was always that chance,” said Bennett. "However, our am was to conduct only the most
controlled types of in-terference actions.”

"What changed your mind?' said Finn.

"Adrian Taylor," Bennett sad. "He's—"

"Weknow who Taylor is," said Lucas.

"Do you know that he'stotaly insane? That heistotally committed to creating atimestream split?"

"The agency is proceeding on that assumption,” Lucas sad.

"Then the TIA knows more than Taylor's own people do,” said Bennett.

"Areyou saying that the Timekeepers actualy don't—"

"I told you what the plan was!" Bennett shouted. "But Taylor is uncontrollable! | became convinced
of that when hekilled the Countessde la Fere.”

"But that's—"

"Milady de Winter," Bennett said. "Possibly the most im-portant figure in this scenario. That was
where my talents asasurgeon camein. | performed atranssexua operation upon Adrian Taylor. Heis
now Milady de Winter."

Finn put away his newly acquired laser. "Holy Chrigt," he said. "And Mongoose thought that one of
the musketeers was an impostor.”

"Ah, | see," said Bennett. "Y ou followed Andre here and saw usin this house and you naturaly
assumed that D'Artagnan was aringer. No, he's quite genuine, | assure you, as are the other musketeers.
Moreau isan old friend of mine and he arranged this hiding place for me. Bonacieux owes him afavor.
Bonacieux's name rang abell with me, but what with everything that's been happening, | didn't put it al
together until | arrived here and found out who his other tenant was. | was even toying with the idea of
trying to get D'Artagnan to help me, until | redized how crazy it would be."

"Help you do what?' said Finn.



"| thought | had made that eminently clear,” said Bennett. "Taylor must bekilled.”

"Whereishe?'

"l can tell you where hewas," said Bennett, "but it's a sure bet that he won't be there now. He'snot a
foal."

"| think you'd better have atalk with Mongoose," Lucas said.

"Theagent in charge?’ said Bennett. "I can't do that.”

"Y ou're not exactly in a position to say what you can or cannot do,” said Lucas.

"Y ou don't understand,” said Bennett. "I'm an important figure in the underground. | know a greeat
deal about the underground organization. M ongoose would have me arrested and clocked out, so that |
could be interrogated. | won't jeop-ardize the lives of people whose only crimewasin saying no towar."

"But you'rewilling to jeopardize the timestream,” Lucas said.

"| told you, | want Taylor stopped as badly asyou do. But | cannot alow mysdlf to be taken into

"Aren't you forgetting something?' Finn said. ™Y ou're aready in our custody.”

"Not exactly," Bennett said, producing another laser. Finn started and reached for the first wegpon he
had taken from Bennett, but Bennett fired hislaser on low intensity, sngeing Delaney's hand. "1 don't
want to doit," he said, "but if you force meto, I'll burn you where you stand. Don't forget that I'm a
surgeon and I'm quite expert with thislaser. Now take that wegpon out very dowly and dideit to me
acrossthefloor.”

Finn glanced at Lucas and did as he wastold. Asthe laser did across the floor toward Bennett,
Lucas moved fadt, grab-bing Andre and jerking her around in front of him, holding her around the neck,
his dagger a her sde.

"Dropitor I'll cut her," hesaid.

The next thing Lucas knew, hewasin mid-air and flying across the room. He hit the floor and rolled,
coming up in afighting stance, his dagger held ready. Andre was holding her own dagger by the point,
ready to throw it.

"No!" shouted Bennett.

There was afierce pounding on the door.

"Damn you, Bonacieux!" D'Artagnan shouted drunkenly from outside. "Let mein! I've forgotten my

key!"
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Nobody moved. The pounding continued, unabated.

"Bonacieux, God curse you! Wake up and open this door!"

From behind adoor on the far sde of the room, they could hear the old man getting up, mumbling in
anirritated fashion.

"Quickly," Bennett said, "put away your wegpond"

L ucas and Andre both sheathed their daggers. She picked up Lucassrapier and tossed it to him.
Bennett, now in posses-sion of both lasers, hid them from sight, but kept them both within easy reach.
"Open thisdoor," hetold Finn.

Finn went to the door and opened it, admitting the besotted Gascon just as Bonacieux, dressed in a
dirty nightshirt, came out of his bedroom, looking bleary-eyed.

"Ah, Francoid" D'Artagnan said, sumbling into the room. "What brings you here? And Dumas, as
well! What asurprise! Isthere some occasion that meritsthis celebration? It isnot my birthday, isit?'

"Gentlemen, please!” said Bonacieux. " Cannot a poor man get some deep?| redly mustingst on
quiet after dark! | am not ayoung man, | need my rest! Monsieur D'Artagnan, |'ve spoken to you of this
before! It is bad enough that you do not pay rent—"

"l do not pay rent, good Bonacieux, because it was our agreement,” said D'Artagnan. "Did | not



rescue your wife from her abductors? Did | not restore her to you?”



"For dl that | see her, she might aswell be held captive ill," grumbled Bonacieux.

"Now, Bonacieux, | cannot be held respongible for your marita difficulties” said D'Artagnan, winking
at Delaney. "If you did not exhaust yourself by staying up until odd hours and entertaining company all
night, perhaps you'd be in better shape to satisfy her.”

"I!'| stay up until odd hours! Redly, Monsieur, I—"

"Come on, now, off to bed with you, you old fossil," said D'Artagnan, putting hisarm around
Bonacieux and proped-ling him back into his bedroom. "Thisis arooming house and not atavern!
Sengble people arein bed thistime of night!"

Protesting weekly, Bonacieux allowed himself to be pro-pelled back into hisroom. D'Artagnan
placed his hand upon the old man's back and gave him afina shove, then dammed the door shuit.

"Unreasonable man," he said. He peered at Andre. "I say, Monsieur, | don't believe | know you.
Haveyou asger?’

"Mongeur AndredelaCroix," sad Lucas, performing the introductions, "and Doc—"

"Monsieur D'Artagnan and | have dready met," said Ben-nett, hadtily. "Andreis my nephew.”

"A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Monsieur," D'Ar-tagnan said. "Now, about your sigter..."

"My sger?' Andre said, uncertainly.

"Y es, you have asigter, do you not? Surely, you must be her brother, the family resemblanceis
remarkable. | refer to the woman who saved my life at the Carmes-Dechaux re-cently. | have been
searching for her ever since, so that | might properly express my gratitude. | never expected that fate
should bring her brother to my door, but—"

Someone knocked upon the door.

"What, more visitors?' D'Artagnan said. "Francois, be agood fellow and tell whoever it isto go
avay."
"Go away," said Delaney.

"But | must speak to Monsieur D'Artagnan!” came the ditinctly feminine reply. "Oh! Goodness, who
isinthere?'

"Congtance!" said D'Artagnan.

With an elaborate gesture, Finn opened the door. "Why not?' he said. "Everybody eseis here.”

Congancerushed in, dl aflutter. "D'Artagnan!™

"Congtancel”

"Congtance?' Bonacieux croaked from hisbedroom. "What, is my wife there?'

"Oh, I cannot see him now!" said Congtance. "I mustn't! Heisa spy for Richdieu!" She glanced
around at al the others. "Goodness, who are these men?'

"Weare not spiesfor Richdieu,” said Finn.

"Thesearemy friends," D'Artagnan said, expangvely.

"Ismy wife there?" said Bonacieux, from behind his bed-room door.

"No," shouted D'Artagnan. "Go back to deep!”

"But | thought | heard her voice," said Bonacieux, opening his bedroom door.

"Y ou were dreaming,” said D'Artagnan, pushing him back into the bedroom with ahand upon his
face, then booting the door closed. "Quickly, up to my room,” said D'Artagnan.

"But these gentlemen ..." said Congtance.

"Will wait their turn," D'Artagnan said.

"What?"

"He meansto speak with him, madame," said Lucas.

"Oh!" Constance said, looking very much relieved.

"My wife..." said Bonacieux, opening hisdoor again.

D'Artagnan shoved it closed and a heavy thump could be heard from the other side. "Upstairs, now,
quickly," hesaid.

Constance ran upstairs to the Gascon's room. They heard his door open and close as she went inside
and then Bonacieux peered out again, rubbing his head.

"What happened?' hesaid.



"Y ouwerewaking in your deep," D'Artagnan said.

"l was!"

"Y es, and you struck your head. Y ou'd best be careful, you could injure yourself that way.”

"| thought | heard my wife

"Y ou weredreaming,” said D'Artagnan. "'Dreaming and walking and talking in your deep; redly,
Bonacieux, thisistoo much. If this sort of thing continues, | fear | shal have to seek other quarters!™

"Oh, no, Mongieur D'Artagnan, it will not happen again, | assure you!"



"Good, seethat it does not. | grow weary of these constant disturbances. Go to bed, Bonacieux.”

"Yes, yes, | will."

"Goodnight, then.”

"Good night to you, Monsieur.”

Bonacieux went back to bed.

"Y ou will excuse me, gentlemen?' D'Artagnan said. He grabbed a bottle off the table and staggered
up the dairs.

Finnimmediately reached for hisrapier, but Bennett had both lasers out a once, covering both him
and Lucas.

"Andre, take one of these and watch them for amoment, will you?' Bennett said.

"Thisisridiculous, Bennett," Lucas said. "Y ou need our help. If you redly want to—"

"Sssh," said Bennett, removing asmall box, about the size of apackage of cigarettes, from his
pocket. Heflipped atiny switch onit.

"—terrible thing!" Constance's voice came from the box. " You've simply got to help—"

"Y ou bugged hisroom!" said Lucas.

Bennett glanced up a him impatiently. "Y ou mind?'

"—anything | can, dear darling Constance, just let me—"

"Now now!"

"Oh, but Constance, | burn with the flame of desire, | am consumed with—"

There were the sounds of a brief struggle, followed by the sound of water being thrown and
D'Artagnan sputtering.

" think shejugt extinguished hisflame with the water from hiswashbasin,” Bennett said.

"Pooh, you stink!"

"Correction, not hiswashbasin," Bennett said.

"Now will you listen to me?"

"Lord, Constance, that was my best doublet!"

"The devil with your doublet! The queenisin dire danger and all you can think about is sex!"

“What, the queen in danger? Well then, why didn't you say so? Here, just let me remove this
foul-smelling doublet—"

"The king has ordered a ball to be held in honor of the queen,” said Constance. "And he has
asked her to wear the diamond studs he gave her..."

"Yes, go on, I'll just remove these soiled breeches...."

"But the queen gave her diamond studs to Milord Buckingham,” said Constance. "Richelieu
must have found out about it, his spies are everywhere."

"Indeed. Here, come over to the bed and help me pull these boots off...."

"If the queen does not get back her diamond studs in time, she will be ruined! She has given
me a letter to Milord Buck-ingham. You must go to London and bring back the studs or—"

"Yes, of course, I'll depart first thing in the morning.”

"Oh! D'Artagnan!”

"Sssh, you'll wake your husband.”

"Oh! Sopit!" Therewasaripping sound. "My dress!”

"I'll' buy you another. I'll buy you a whole closetful of dresses—"'

Bennett switched off the spesker. "Wadll, that'sit,” he said. "Taylor's made hismove. It's started.”

"What'sthe plan?' said Lucas.

"I don't know for certain,” Bennett said. " Somehow, he's going to interfere with the musketeers and
prevent them from delivering the suds. The queen's affair with the prime minister of England will be made
public and her reputation will be ruined. She may even be accused of treason.”

"Then were going to have to make sure that she gets her studs back,” Lucas said. "We're not going
to be able to do that unless you cooperate with us.”

"I can't dlow mysdf to be arrested,” Bennett said.

"Look, if Mongoose wanted to arrest you, he could have done so at any time," said Finn. "He knows



all about you, who you are and what you do. He's had you watched.”

"Y ou were being used by both sdes, Bennett,” Lucas said. "Look, Mongooseisn't interested in your
connection with the underground. He doesn't care. All hewantsisto get Taylor.”

"So | tell him what I'vetold you and he letsme go, isthat it? Y ou redlly expect meto believe that?
I'vetold you men everything | know. Thereisn't anything further that | can—"

The door was kicked in and five men dressed in the uniform of Richelieu's guard burst into the room,
knocking Delaney to the floor. Bennett reacted immediately, firing hislaser. One of the men fell dead,
another fired alaser of hisown at Bennett, killing him instantly. There was acrash of glass as Andre dove
through awindow. From outs de, someone shouted and there was the sound of severa pairs of running
footsteps. Mongoose entered the room, dressed in the uniform of acaptain in the cardind's guard. He
glanced briefly at Bennett's bodly.

"Thefool could have saved himsdlf alot of trouble,” he said.

Bonacieux came hobbling out, looking like astartled chicken.

"What isit? What's the matter? What is the reason for this ruckus? Can't a poor man get some—"
He saw the agentsin the uniform of the cardind's guard and ingtantly fell silent, eyeswide with terror.

"Back inyour room!" said Mongoose. Bonacieux gave alittle yelp, then ducked back into his
bedroom like afrightened rabbit darting back into its hole. The door dammed and they heard the key
turninthelock.

"All right, get him out of here," said Mongoose, indicating Bennett's body. Two of the agentslifted
Bennett's body from the chair, each draping an arm around their shoulders. They started toward the door
when there was the sound of a door damming upstairs and then D'Artagnan appeared, sanding at the
head of the stairs, shirtless and shoeless, holding arapier in one hand while he attempted to fasten his
trousers with the other. His drunken gaze fell on the agents and he gave ashout. "Hark! Aninvasion! To
arms, my friends! Onefor dl and onefor—"

Helost hisbaance and fell headlong down the stairs to col-lapse in an unconscious heap upon the
floor, his pants around his knees.

Mongoose bent over him for amoment, then straightened. "Well, he'sdive" hesaid. "It'samiracle
he didn't bust his head open." He glanced up the stairs toward D'Artagnan’'s room, then back down at the
sensaless Gascon. "L ooks like Madame Bonacieux is going to have some explaining to do," he said.

"Y ou had the house bugged,” L ucas said. Mongoose sighed. "Priest, you seem to be amaster of stating
the obvious."

"How did you know to bug D'Artagnan?”’

"I had D'Artagnan’s house bugged, | had Athos, Aramis, and Porthos bugged, | had Treville bugged,
and | had Riche-lieu's private chambers bugged,” said Mongoose. "The king and queen haven't been able
to fart without my knowing about it and I've had Buckingham under surveillance in Lon-don. I'm not here
to fool around, Priest, I'm here to stop aterrorist plot. Now if you gentlemen don't mind, we've got work
todo. Let'sgo."

They were taken to an unassuming house on the Rue Servadoni, one of severa placesthe agency
had established as safehouses. There were no other tenants and the landlord had been given along
vacation in the country. One of the agents made them coffee and brought them cigarettes, which they
gratefully accepted.

"Lookslikeyou blew it, MataHari," Finn said. "Y ou had everyone under surveillance except the one
person who really mattered. Milady was anatura, right? A perfect pawn for the terroriststo use. It was
so obvious, I'll bet you figured they wouldn't come within amile of her."

"Y ou're becoming very tiresome, Delaney,” Mongoose said.

"l love you too, sweetheart."

"Y our constant efforts to provoke me are not going to suc-ceed,” hesaid. "I have ajob to do and,
for that matter, so do you. When it's over, I'll be more than happy to accommodate your barroom
ingtincts, but until then, put alid oniit.”

Finn nodded. "Y ou've adate, friend."



"And you've just bought yourself along stay in the hospi-tal, assuming you survive the next few days,"
said Mongoose. "As amatter of fact, you're wrong about Milady, or Taylor, asthe case may be. | had
her house bugged. Y ou know what | got? A lot of stupid chatter with gentleman callers about the
wesether, fashion, court intrigue and other sensaless babble. | had my men move in tonight. Know what
they found?'

"A lot of prerecorded conversations,” Lucas said. "Taylor anticipated you."

"Exactly. Inthat sense, I'm willing to concede your point, Delaney. | did blow it. Taylor put in an
appearance every now and then and did some entertaining to keep up theillusion, but no real business
was ever conducted in that house. | must ad-mit, | never even considered the fact that he might have
killed the real Milady de Winter and taken her place. It was amaster stroke.”

"What about Bennett?' Lucas said.

"What about him? He ceased being an important factor once we heard what we needed to know."

"I'm just interested to know what you would have done with him if he hadn't fired on your men. Or
was that the whole purpose of busting in like that, to provoke him?"

"Now what would have been the point in that?* said Mongoose. "If he hadn't been asuicidd fool, I'd
have placed him under arrest and clocked him out and he'd ill be dive.”

"Y ou mean held be dive to be interrogated for the purpose of tracking down as many members of
the underground as he kept in touch with," Lucas said.

"Y ou surprise me, Priest. | wouldn't have thought that you had any sympathy for deserters. Besides,
that would be none of my concern. It would've had nothing to do with the job at hand. Thanksto
Bennett, it'samost over now. There's only one thing left for you to do.”

"Let meguess,” said Finn. ™Y ou want usto go aong to London with the musketeers, just to make
sure everything runs smoothly.”

"That shouldn't betoo hard,” said Mongoose. "I'll have things covered from both ends. I've got my
peoplein postion both here and in London and you'll be covered from the air en route.”

"Fromtheair!" sad Fnn.

"That'sright. I'll have two agents equipped with Airborne issue floater paks doing recon for you."

"That should work just fine S0 long as nobody looks up,” said Finn.

"Therisk isnegligible. Suppose one of the musketeers does spot them? So what? Y ou think anyone
isgoing to take them serioudy if they come back with stories about flying people? They're not exactly
known for their sobriety. Our primary concern isto prevent the split. Everything elseis of secondary
importance. Y ou'll be equipped with miniature comseats that will enable you to keep in contact with the
recon party. Our man in London is prepared for your arriva there, so if Taylor doesn't make hismove
before then, helll be picking you up and giving you your ingtructions. Y ou will dso beissued lasers. It
should be apiece of cake."

"Except for just onelittle thing,” said Finn. "Taylor till hasthat chronoplate.”

Mongoose grinned. "Well, you didn't want it too easy, did you?'

"l wasjust wondering what you intended to do in case Taylor and company decided that they'd
reached the point of diminishing returns and skipped out to another time period,” said Lucas. "You've
never quite answered that to my satisfac-tion.”

"Thereésawaysthat risk, of course," said Mongoose. "But from what | know of Taylor, I'mwilling to
bet that helll take it right down to the wire. HEl exhaust every possibility before he gives up on his
operation. HEll usethat chronoplate to try and outmaneuver usin thistime period before he attemptsto
escgpe to another one.”

"Suppose he does?' said Lucas.

"If hedoes, hell find it very difficult to mount another operation,” Mongoose said. "Hell need more
financing and more manpower." Mongoose smiled. A short while ago to-night, one of my men clocked
out with arecorded testimony, in Jack Bennett's own words, proving conclusively that there has been
and continues to be alink between the underground, the Timekeepers and the Temporal Preservation
League. That, added to the other evidence we've gathered, will congti-tute all the proof the Referee
Corps needsto order the arrest and interrogation of every known member of the Tempora Preservation



League. Theinterrogation sessonswill result in al the others being rounded up, aswell. It will bresk the
back of the anti-war effort.”

"And result in the arrest, interrogation . . . what isthat term you people use? Oh, yes. Interrogation
with extreme prgjudice,” said Finn. "It will mean the arrest, re-education and forcible induction of alot of
innocent people whose only crimewasin disagreeing with tempora policy. That will make things very
convenient for the Referee Corps, won't it? They'll be ableto draft al their political enemies.”

"That shouldn't bother you, Delaney,” Mongoose said. "After dl, you're aready in the service, aren't
you?'
The door opened and an agent entered, very out of breath.

"Shegot away," hesad.

"What? What happened?"

"She got Zebrawith that damn laser,” said the agent. "I hit the dirt when she fired and when | got up,
shewasgone."

"Youidiot," said Mongoose. "Get out there and find her! | want her wasted, you understand?”

"Seemslike you've thought of everything, Mongoose," said Delaney. "Now al you've got to worry
about isadis-placed person on the loose in Pariswith alaser.”

"Shewon't be on theloose for long,” the agent said, grimly.

"I wouldn't know about that," Lucas said. "Weran into her on our last misson in 12th-century
England and she struck me as being extremely capable. Jack Bennett wasthe only friend she had in this
time period. How do you think she fedls about the people who killed him?*

"Areyou serioudy suggesting that sheld try to take uson?' said Mongoose. He laughed. "'In that
case, she's as good as dead. We haven't got anything to worry about.”

"Just the same," said Lucas, "1'd watch my back if | were you.”

"I'm telling you, we have to get out now," said Jmmy Darcy. "They got Tonio. They must know
everything by now! It'sover, Adrian!”

"Dont bedlly, Jmmy," said Milady, smiling faintly. "Nothing is over. Adrian knowswhat he'sdoing.”

"Sop it! Sop it! Chrigt, Adrian, you'relosing it! Y ou're not Milady, for God's sakel™

"Jmmy, settle down. Thisisamost unfortunate display. There's nothing to be served by your losing
control and pan-icking.”

Darcy glanced at Freytag in exasperation. "Bruno, for God's sake, don't just Sit there!”

Freytag smoked a cigarette, regarding him slently. Darcy went up to him and took him by the
shoulders.

"Bruno, listen to me. There's no way we can succeed, not here, not now. They've got us hopelesdy
outnumbered. We've lost. They know the plan!™

"They know nothing of the sort," Milady said.

"What are you talking about?' said Darcy, spinning to face Taylor. "They know were going to try to
prevent the mus-keteers from bringing back the diamond studs! They'll have dl their manpower focused
on—"

"Who said that wasthe plan?' said Milady, softly.

Jmmy stared at Taylor. Helooked back at Freytag, then at Taylor once again.

"What are you talking about? Of course that wasthe plan! Weworked it al out! Y ou said—"

"l never said any such thing,” said Milady. "Adrian might have mentioned something of the sort, but
that was only for your benefit."

Darcy looked bewildered. "What? | don't understand.”

Milady got up and crossed the room, moving gracefully to the window. She looked out at the sun
risng over Paris.

"The opposition has greater resources than we have," she said, without turning around. "Adrian
always knew and understood that. He knew that the only way we could succeed was by using
misdirection." She turned around to look at Darcy and smiled. "For security reasons, only Adrian and
Bruno, and of course, mysdlf, knew what the real plan was. And now you'll be able to appreciate why



that was necessary.
"In ashort while, D'Artagnan and the musketeerswill be departing for London in order to seeLord

Buckingham and get back the diamond studs in timefor the queen to wear them to the ball.
Unbeknownst to the musketeers, they will be sup-ported in their efforts by the entire might of the
Tempord Inteligence Agency team. I've made certain that Cardind Richelieu knowsal about the misson
of the musketeers and he will have his men attempt to intercept them at severa points adong their route.
All of thisworksin our favor. Mongoose will have no way of knowing if the men who will be attacking
the musketeers are Richelieu's people or Timekeepers. In fact, wewon't beinvolved at dl. They will all
be off on afool's er-rand, awild goose chase.

"When they reach London, should they get that far—and with the help of the TIA, | have no doubt
that they will—they will collect the studs from Buckingham and start back, only to face further attempts
to stop them on their return trip. Mon-goose will be handicapped by history. He will be forced to usea
certain amount of restraint in protecting the musketeers, sncethe historica progression of events must be
preserved. The tension will build. They won't know when they can expect usto strike. They won't know
exactly what to expect.”

"What can they expect?' said Darcy, hesitantly.

"They can expect a crushing defeat when they return,” said Milady. "Oh, | have no doubt that they
will return safely with the diamond studs. I'm certain that, after thet, it won't take them long to guess my
plan. By that time, Richelieu, Queen Anne, and King Louiswill have been assassinated.”

"Assassinated!" Darcy's voice was little more than awhis-per. "My God, Adrian, you can't do that!
Don't you redlize what that would mean? It would cause atimestream split!"

"A rather massive one, | should think. With al three of them dead, France will be forced to abandon
the siege of LaRochdlein the face of much greater problems. It will, without a doubt, affect France's
participation in The Thirty Years War and, of course, it would prevent the birth of Louis XIV. | should
think it would be an absolute disaster, well beyond the hope of any effort at historical adjustment. And
with Mon-goose and his agents running about like chickenswith their heads cut off, it shouldn't be too
difficult to isolate him and seitle an old and outstanding score. Brilliant, don't you think?*

Darcy's mouth worked soundlesdy for amoment and his hands began to shake. " You're mad," he
said at last. "Bruno, surely you can see he'smad! Our purpose, our whole reason for existence isto stop
the war machine before something hap-pensthat will irreversibly affect the course of history and that's
precisdy what he intendsto do! He wants to cause the greatest disaster ever to befall mankind! It's
mega omaniacd lunacy!"

Taylor stiffened and his eyes glazed over for amoment.

"Bruno, for God's sake, we've got to stop him!"

"Why?' said Freytag, softly.

Darcy turned pae. "Y ou're both insane," he said. He pulled out hislaser. "I'm not going to let you do
it, Adrian. | won't let you throw away everything we've worked for al these years. It endsright here.”

"You'reright, Jmmy," Taylor said, hishand in afold of hisdress. "It endsright here ... for you." He
pressed a but-ton.

Darcy gave aviolent jerk, like ahooked trout breaking the surface of the water. His head snapped
back and blood erupted from his nose and mouth. It trickled down his cheeks, seeping from hiseyes,
and it flowed from his ears and down his neck. He was dead before his body hit the floor.

"Now we can say that Doctor Bennett hasfully served his purpose,” Taylor said. "Bruno, will you
joinmeinaglassof wine?'

11

D'Artagnan was awakened rudely, revived by abucket of water dashed in hisface. He sputtered and
shook his head, then opened his eyesto see afrightened Constance peering down at him anxioudly.
"That's the second time tonight you've doused me," he said. He ran his hand through hiswet hair and



sniffedit. "At least thistimeit was weater."

"I wasterrified," said Congtance, clutching her torn dress about hersdf. "I thought you were killed!"

"l dmost wish | was," D'Artagnan said, getting up dowly and rubbing hishead. AlImost asan
afterthought, he pulled his pants up. "What happened?’

"The cardinal's men arrested your two friends,” she said.

"Thisisthe second time they've run afoul of Richelieu's men on my account,” D'Artagnan said. "'l must
get my clothes—"

"I've brought them down for you," she said. Somewhat sheepishly, she added, "If you were deed,
then | thought it best to dress you, so that you would not be found so...."

"Yes, | quite understand,” D'Artagnan said, putting on his clothes. "Thank you."

"What are you going to do?'

"Whet timeisit?'

"Almog midnight.”

"Thenthereisno timeto lose. | must first go to Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, then together we must
go to Captain de Treville. Perhaps he will be able to intercede for Francois and Alexandre. In any case,
we will have to obtain leave from him to go to London. | will tell him that we go in the queen's name, he
will understand. We must leave tonight.”

"What do you want meto do?"

"Go to the queen,” D'Artagnan said. "Tell her that we will bring back the diamond studs. And stay
with her. Shewill be able to protect you from Richdieu's men. But you cannot go looking like that.”

"I have other clothing in the paace," Congtance said. "It will do until you buy methat closetful of
dresses.” D'Artagnan looked pained.

"I can wrap mysdlf in my cloak," said Congtance. Do not worry about me. Just save the queen.”

"We must move quickly, then," D'Artagnan said. "If we do not reach Milord Buckingham with all
possible speed, then Richdlieu will surely win the day. | will escort you asfar asthe Louvre, then | must
fly like the wind. Come, quickly. Thereis much to be done before the night is out.”

Hetook her hand and together they |eft the house, rushing off into the night. No sooner had the door
closed behind them, than Bonacieux peeked out from his room, where he had been listening.

"S0, the musketeers are off to London, eh?' he mumbled to himsdlf, furious at having been deceived.
"That little piece of information should be worth something to my friend, the Count de Rochefort.”

Hethrew on his cloak and hurried out into the street, heading toward the Rue des Bons Enfans.

Andre had nowhere to go. Jack Bennett had been her only friend in Paris and now he was dead,
killed by men with laser wegpons. He had told her that they must cooperate with the soldiers from the
future, the men he had called commandos. The men who had killed him had been from the future aso. All
Andre knew was that they had attacked both Bennett and the commandos; therefore, they had to be the
enemy, the men Bennett cdled the Timekeepers.

Shewas confused. She did not understand this timestream split they had spoken of, this changing of
history. All she knew wasthat Bennett had said that they must help the sol-diers, that even though the
soldiers had seemed to be at odds with Bennett, they had not harmed him, even though they had ample
opportunity. Hunter had explained that to her. Both Hunter and Bennett had been underground, men who
had de-serted from the army of the future. It was understandabl e that the soldiers should want to
apprehend them, but they had rec-ognized that there was a more important task at hand.

She kept thinking about the soldier who had spoken to her in Norman, the one who had said that
they had met before, upon the field of battle, inthelistisat Ashby.

She remembered that day very well. The white knight with the uprooted oak upon hisshield had
challenged al the knights upon the Norman side. He had killed Front-de-Boeuf and unhorsed both De
Bracy and Bois-Guilbert. When her turn had come, they rode a each other several times and the white
knight had won, in spite of the wondrous armor that she had been given by her benefactor, the man who
had learned her secret and had forced her into his service as payment for not reveding it.

She knew now that the man who had given her the strange, magical-seeming armor had been from



the future also. Hunter had told her later that the armor had been crafted from amaterial known as
nysted, far lighter than the armor of her time, much more flexible and virtualy impregnable. She had been
caught in a battle between two opposing forces from the future and it was that which led to her meseting
Hunter.

It still seemed like sorcery to her. They caled it science, but it was dl far beyond her understanding.
Hunter had attempted to explain "technology” to her and she had understood some of what he said, but it
gtill seemed like magic. In ashort time, her entire world had been turned upside down. She had be-come
involved with people who could do things that defied belief; and yet, it wasimpossible to disbelieve, for
she had seen these things. She was here, in Paris, centuries removed from her own time, their " science”
had madeit possible. She had longed to understand it al. Hunter had promised her that, with an implant,
al would be made clear to her. She was not even certain what an "implant” was, but now the man who
could have given it to her was dead, killed by the Timekeepers. The man who had brought her to this
time was dead, killed by the Timekeepers. And the soldiers from the future, one of whom she had met
within the lists and who had treated her much more than fairly when he won, had been taken prisoner
—again, by the Timekeepers.

Her course seemed clear. Her fate wastied to the soldiers from the future, the commandos, as Jack
Bennett had called them. Her alegiance seemed clear, too. The leader of the Timekeepers, the man
called Taylor who was now the woman cdled Milady, must die. From what she had understood, this
Taylor was not merdly disguising himsdlf asawoman in the same manner as she disguised hersdlf asa
man. Somehow, with Jack Bennett's help, he had become awoman. Nothing surprised her anymore.
After what she had seen, she was con-vinced that these people could do anything. She had to help the
two commandos somehow. If she helped them to defeat their enemy, perhapsthey would give her the
implant Hunter had promised her. Perhaps they would take her to their own time, where awoman could
live asthe equa of aman. The only other aternative wasfor her to live out the remainder of her lifein
Peris, in thistime. Her choice was clear.

After she had escaped from her pursuers, she carefully doubled back to the house in the Rue des
Fossoyeurs. She ar-rived in time to see, from the shelter of an aley acrossthe sireet, the soldiersfrom
the future being led away by the men who had killed Jack Bennett. They were not bound in any way, but
then, she reflected, given the sort of wegpons these men possessed, there was no need for it. Stedlthily,
shetrailed them to a house in the Rue Servadoni.

She was uncertain asto what she should do next. Shefelt the laser in her pocket. She wasn't
comfortable with so terrible aweapon. She had only used it once, on one of her pursuers, and its
effectiveness wasfrightening. Still, she did not think that she could attack that house al by herself. There
were more men in there than she could handle, each with aweapon just as devastating. She would have
to bide her time and wait for an opportunity. At least she wasrelaively certain that the two soldiers were
gill dive. If the Timekeepers had wanted them deed, they would have killed them instead of taking them
prisoner. Perhaps they were being tortured even as she waited. She bit her lower lip. For the moment,
she could think of nothing she could do.

As shewaited and watched, one of the men |eft the house and started walking briskly down the
street. Perhaps, she thought, thiswould provide an opportunity. She followed him, being careful to keep
her distance and not be seen. The night aided her in her efforts. The streets were poorly lit and full of
shadows.

The man she followed was being cautious, constantly check-ing the street behind him, but in her
black clothing, she was easily able to blend in with the shadows. After severa blocks, he seemed more
confident and did not check behind him, but walked purposefully through an aley and into the Rue
Ferou. He walked for a short distance down the street, then sowed to acasua stroll. Andre decided that
it wastime to make her move. Slowly, she closed the distance between them. Then the man stopped.

Andre pressed hersdlf flat againgt abuilding wall. She was so close to him that she could hear the
low, amogt inaudible whistle that he gave, three short notes, the third onerising, likeabird cdl. He
waited amoment, then repeated it.

She heard an answering whistle, reversing the progression. The man ducked into an aley.



Andre kept to the side of the building, running up to the mouth of the dley. She could hear his
footsteps going down the dley, then stop. The night was perfectly still. Somewhere, ababy cried.

Sowly, edging around the side of the building's corner so that she would not be silhouetted at the
mouth of the dley, Andre crept into the dley.

"Freytag?' said the man that she had followed.

"Right here," said another voice, and she saw agiant shadow detach itself from the Side of the
building opposite. She stifled agasp. The man was huge, monstrous.

"Everything'sal set," sad thefirst man. "l think it'll be tonight. The musketeerswill probably be
leaving around dawn or shortly before then. D'Artagnan was out like alight when we left, but Sparrow
will make sure he comes around.” He chuckled. "Our phony Madame Bonacieux hasthat Gascon cretin
wrapped around her little finger.”

"What about the two commandos?"' Freytag said.

"They'll be exactly where | want them. By thetimeit al goes down, they'll be milesaway, gdloping
across the French countryside with Richelieu's men harassing them every step of theway.”

"What about your people?’

"Spread out. Mogt of them are dready in position dong the route that the musketeers will be taking.
They'll be standing by just to make sure that everything goes smoothly and ac-cording to the scenario. As
soon as D'Artagnan gets the mus-keteers together, I'll send our two soldier boys out to join the party.
Their story will bethat the cardind's guards were none too gentle in their questioning, but sncethey
didn't know any-thing, they were released. And of course, they immediately rushed back to seeif their
friend D'Artagnan was dl right. It will give them the perfect excuseto join the musketeerson their trip to
London."

"You'd better beright,” said Freytag. "Personally, I'm not too crazy about having commandos
underfoot."

"Don't worry about them. | told you, I'll take care of it. The refs stuck me with those soldiers, but I've
got them s0 hamstrung, they can't tell the players without a scorecard. They won't be any trouble. I'll
make sure they never even get near you and Taylor. How's he holding up, by theway?"

"He'sfragmenting. Half thetime, I'm not even sure he knows who heis. Part of the reason that he's
been so good isthat he's dways been able to immerse himsdlf in his characteri-zations, but thistime, he's
added anew wrinkle. He spesks of himsdlf in the third person these days. He keeps vacillating between
being himsdf, being Milady de Winter, and being some weird combination of thetwo. | tell you, it'sa
litlescary.”

"Can you keep him under control long enough to get the job done? 1 don't want him going off the
deep end on me before I'm ready.”

"Frankly, | don't know," said Freytag. "He's very volatile and you never know what he'sliableto do
next. He killed Darcy, you know. That guy gives me the creeps. Darcy's abloody mess upon the floor
and he pours out some wine and asks meto join him in adrink. I'm the only one he's got left now, so
you'd think my position would be pretty well secure, but Taylor's crazy. He doesn't redlly think that he
needs any-body. | could be next."

"Y oulosing your nerve, Bruno?'

"I'm not ashamed to admit that I'm alittle scared. It's a close game that we're playing. It's pretty
goddamn risky."

"I know it'srisky, but I've goneto alot of trouble to set this operation up and were going to see it
through to the end. I'm going to pull this off and | don't need you getting para-noid on me. Y ou pull
yoursdlf together and do what you'retold.”

"Once Mongoose gets histeeth into something, he just doesn't let go, isthat it? Y ou know, it'sfunny
how much you and Taylor have in common. | just hopeto hell you know what you're doing.”

"Count onit."

"LookslikeI'm going to haveto. I'd best be getting back.”

"Goodnight.”

"Yegh. Good luck."



Andre dropped to the ground, lying close againgt the wall, face down behind afoul-smelling pile of
refuse. The man whom she had followed passed so close beside her that she could have reached out and
touched him. The other man, the one called Freytag, went out the other way.

Sheremained therefor severd minutes, thinking furioudy, trying hard to understand what she had
overheard. What did it all mean? She had become involved in some complicated plot inwhich it
appeared that no one was who or what they seemed. Constance was not Constance, but somebody
named Sparrow. Taylor, the leader of the Timekeepers, had become Milady. The man called Freytag
was with Taylor, yet he answered to the man called Mongoose. She had heard the sol-diers use the
name of Mongoose when they spoke of someone who was "in charge.” They had wanted Jack Bennett
to speak with Mongoose. Mongoose, then, was in aposition of author-ity over the soldiers, yet now it
seemed that he planned some-how to betray them, with the hel p of the man named Freytag. She could
make no sense of it. What was going on? Who was on whose side and where were the battle lines
drawn?

Perhaps the two soldiers would understand it, if she could figure out away to reach them and tell
them what she had overheard. Shefelt the laser in her pocket and took comfort in the sword and dagger
at her sde. It felt asthough she were wading into a battle in which there were no dlies, only enemies. She
had trusted Bennett and the old man had helped her. Bennett said to help the soldiers. She could think of
noth-ing el se to do. She hoped that taking the side of the soldiers was the right thing to do. In any case,
her fate was linked with theirs.

She hurried back to the house on the Rue Servadoni.

Finn and Lucas did not get much deep. They had rested for alittle over an hour when Mongoose
cameinto their room and said, "All right, let'sgo.”

Heissued them their lasers and their comsets, the latter being tiny units conssting of aminiature
receiver that was worn inside the ear and aminiature transmitter that was taped in place over the larynx
and covered with a sheer, flesh-colored strip of adhesivethat rendered it invisible.

"Okay, listen up,” said Mongoose, "we're running short of time and | only want to go over thisonce.
At thismoment, D'Artagnan iswith Captain de Treville, securing leave for himsalf and the musketeersto
go to London. He has dready contacted Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. They will al be meet-ing at
D'Artagnan’'s house. Y ou'll meet them there. Y ou're going to be extremely angry at having been arrested
and de-tained by the cardinal's men and a having been accused of plotting againgt France. Y ou didn't
know anything, however, and you were able to prove to their satisfaction that you are employed by the
wedlthy Monseur Levasseur, who hasinflu-entid friends a court. Thisisonly in case you should be
asked; don't volunteer anything. The gist of it al isthat you were concerned about your friend, furious
with the cardinal’s guards, and anxiousto even up the score. D'Artagnan will undoubtedly welcome your
offer to go with them to London, knowing they'll need al the help that they can get. Y ou'll have back-up
al the way and the two floaters will be giving you recon reports periodicaly. Remember, | want Taylor
diveif possible. Youll need horses. Yoursare waiting in the stallsin the Rue Cassette. Y ou can pick
them up on theway. Any ques-tions?"'

"Where are you going to be?' said Lucas.

"I'll bein pogition at the paace, just in case anything goeswrong and Taylor tries alast-minute play of
some kind. Remember, hel's still got that chronoplate; but if we can take him out, we won't have to worry
about it. If wetake him dive, well find the plate. If not, then we can just forget about it. It'll be protected
by itsfail-safe code and the first person who triesto messwith it will aso bethe last. Now the floaters
will start monitoring you as soon asthey get in the air, which should be around an hour from now. They'll
be picking you up sometime after you get past the barrier of St. Denis. | doubt you'll have any trouble
until you'rewell away from Paris, but to play it safe, the floaterswill be tracking you with nightscopes
until daylight, just in case. Any questions? No? All right, get moving."

They put on their cloaks and took their weapons and went out into the street, walking quickly toward
the house in the Rue des Fossoyeurs.

"What do you think?' said Finn.



"I think I'm not going to like this very much,” said Lucas. "Mongoose hasthe whole thing laid out like
amgor operation, but we're still working blind. Well be going through alot of wooded areas en route
to the channdl and the floater scouts won't be much useto usif they can't penetrate the cover of the trees.
Weknow Taylor haslasers, we know he's got a chronoplate, God knows what other ordnance he might
have available. Any way you look &t it, we're ftill cannon fodder. When Taylor makes hismove, the
floater scouts may spot him, but we might be dead by then.”

"That's about what | wasthinking," said Delaney.

"Y ou know what dse| think?' said Lucas. "1 think we're being followed.”

Deaney didn't turn around. "Where?"

"About half ablock back and closing,” Lucassaid. "One man, | think."

"Think Mongoose has someone trailing usto provide security?!

"If he does, he didn't mention it. Duck into the next dley."

They walked about another three hundred feet and turned right into adark and smelly narrow dley
between two rows of buildings. Finn stepped on something and amost lost his balance. Therat squealed
angrily, tried to bite him through his boot, and then scuttled away into the piles of garbage. Finn spat in
disgust. Lucas motioned him to stand against the far wall while he took up apost at the corner, right next
to the en-tranceto the dley. They waited severa seconds and then heard running footsteps approaching.
Lucas held his breath as the footsteps dowed to awalk, then stopped atogether just around the corner.
He reached for hislaser. For amoment, nothing happened. Lucas could barely make out Finn, stand-ing
acrosstheway, dmost invisible in the darkness.

"I am not an enemy," came asoft voice from just around the corner from where L ucas was standing.
"I must speak with you. It isamatter of utmost urgency!™

Lucas licked hislips nervoudy. He seemed to recognize the voice, but it could be atrap.

"Clasp your hands over your head and step into the dley, dowly,” he said.

Hands clasped over her head, Andre stepped into the dley.

"Here," said Lucas.

Andreturned toward him and Finn immediately came up behind her with hislaser.

"Don't moveamuscle," he said.

"DelaCroix!" said Lucas.

"May | bring my handsdown?' shesad.

"Y ou just leave them where they are for thetime being," said Finn. "What do you want?"

"Y ou are going to be betrayed,” she said.

Lucas glanced at Finn quickly, then looked at Andre and put hisfinger to hislips, shaking hishead.
Shelooked puzzled, but nodded that she understood. L ucas glanced at Finn and pointed to histhroat.
Moments later, they had both removed the miniature transmitters from their throats. Lucas held his hand
out and Finn gave him histranamitter; then Lucastook off his gauntlet, placed both unitsingde the thumb
of the gauntlet, rolled it up, and tucked it into his boot.

"All right," he said, "talk quickly and quietly. What do you mean were going to be betrayed? How do
you know? What's your interest in this?"

"l have no oneelseto turnto,” she said, softly. "Although | did not know Jack Bennett long, he was
my friend. He said we had to help you. Without you, | am trapped herein thistime. | have no desireto
remain here”

"What do you want?"

"I want you to take me with you to your futuretime,”" she said. "'l want thisimplant Hunter promised
me"

Finn and Lucas exchanged looks.

"Well see" said Lucas. "If you convince us, well both do what we can. But we haveto be
convinced."

She nodded. "I thought that the men who broke into D'Artagnan’s house and killed Jack Bennett
were your enemies,” shesaid. "The onesyou call the Timekeepers. They gave chasewhen | fled, but |
killed one of them and escaped the other. Then | returned to the house, only to see you being led away. |



thought you had been taken prisoner. | followed you to the house on the Rue Servadoni, thinking thet |
had to help you, but | could not think how at once. While | watched and waited for an opportunity, | saw
aman leavethat house. | learned it was the one called '"Mongoose.' | followed him."

"Why?" said Finn.

"| thought perhapsthat | could take him prisoner and then ransom you with him."

"Goon."

"| trailed him to the Rue Ferou and was about to take him when he stopped and gave alittle whistle,
likeahbird. Hewaited, then whistled again, and this time someone answered and he stepped into an dley.
| followed, keeping to the shad-ows. He met aman, avery large man, agiant. He called him Freytag.”

"Freytag!" sad Ddaney.

"Y ou know the man?"

"Goon,goon!"

"I did not completely understand what was said between them..."

"Can you repedt it? As much as you can remember?' Lucas said.

"I will try. The one called Mongoose said that it would be tonight, that the musketeerswill be leaving
at dawn or shortly before. He did not say where, but he said something about Constance Bonacieux. He
caled her 'Sparrow' and said that she had D'Artagnan wrapped around her little finger."

Finn gavealow whigtle,

"Continue, quickly," Lucassaid.

"The one called Freytag asked about you, and Mongoose said that you would be right where he
wanted you, riding across the countryside, harassed by Richdieu's men. Then he said that his people
would be spread out, in position aong the route that the musketeers would take. He said that he would
send you out to join them.”

"Hedid," said Lucas. "Y ou're doing fine, keep going.”

"Freytag seemed concerned about you, but Mongoose reassured him, telling him that he would make
certain that the two of you would be nowhere near him and Taylor. Then they spoke about Taylor. This
was apart that | did not fully understand. Freytag said that there was something wrong with Taylor, that
he was not sure who he was, | think. Mongoose asked Freytag if he could control Taylor long enough to
get the job done and Freytag said that he did not know, that Taylor was crazy. He said that he killed
Darcy. He said that he was the only one Taylor had left now, but that Taylor did not believe he needed
anyone and that he—Freytag—could be next. Then Mongoose asked Freytag if he waslosing his nerve.
Freytag said that he was not ashamed to admit that he was frightened, that there was agreet deal of risk
involved. Mon-goose replied that he had gone to agreat ded of trouble to ar-range things and he told
Freytag to do as he wastold. Freytag was reluctant, but he seemed to have no choice but to obey. There
was no mention made of what it isthey plan to do. No details were discussed. Freytag said that he had
to return. He wished the man called Mongoose luck and they went their separate ways. | remained in
hiding until they had gone. | do not know where Freytag went, but the man called Mongoose returned to
the house in the Rue Servadoni and a short whilelater, you came out and | followed you.”

"Y ou can put your hands down, Andre," Lucas said. "Y ou've convinced us. Y ou couldn't have made
that up.”

"I do not understand this peculiar plot,” she said, "but | can offer you my services, if | can be of any
hdp."

"Maybeyou can," said Lucas. "It looks like we're going to need dl the help that we can get.”

"Mongoose and Freytag," said Delaney. "Can you believe it? Obvioudy, we cant join the
musketeers. The wholeideawas to decoy us avay. But why?"

"At thispoint,” said Lucas, "your guessisasgood asmine. | don't know what the hdll isgoing on, but
onething isfor sure. Weve redly been had."

"Damn," said Finn. "Thiswholething is crazy. It's been wrong right from the start. We've been used
and lied to from the very beginning. Mongoose has had our handstied ever since we got here.”

"Thething is, what can we do about it?' Lucas said. "We're totaly dependent upon Mongoose. We
can't push the panic button because it would only dert Mongoose. Thisisn't amilitary operation, it'sa



TIA show and we're essentialy auxiliary personnel. Andre, | don't doubt your word for one moment, but
the sad thing is that we don't have any proof. It'll be the word of amember of the underground against a
high-ranking TIA agent. And without Mongoose, there's no way we can get home."

"Worsethan that," said Finn, "with Mongoose in charge of the operation, theresno way the TIA can
stop theter-rorigts. It'sironic, isn't it? The agency got wind of this plot because they managed to infiltrate
the Timekeepers, so they put one of their best men in charge of the operation and he turns out to be on
the other side, playing the double game. I've got to hand it to the Timekeepers—subverting a TIA agent.
| wonder how long Mongoose has been one of them?’

"Doesit matter?' Lucas said. "The point isthat they got to him. Or maybe he got to them. | think |
can even understand why he must have done it. Mongooseisathrill junkie, he'sinit for therisk, to play
the game. What game can be more risky than burning the candle at both ends? If the Timekeepers
suc-ceed in creating atimestream split, it will probably mean chaos, and people like Mongoose thrive on
chaos. Just think of the opportunities.”

"It'scrazy,” Finnsad.

"Thetimewarsare crazy," Lucas said with asigh, "but nobody twisted our armsto get involved. We
both had a chance to get out, only you stayed in and | wound up re-enlisting. Maybe we're not so
different from Mongoosg, after dll."

"If it'sdl the samewith you," said Finn, "we can get into the philosophicd implications of thisthing
some other time. Right now, we've got to figure out away to stop the split from going down.”

"The musketeers are going to be leaving Paris soon,” said Lucas. "If we go with them, we're being
decoyed away and we're playing right into their hands. If we don't go with them, Mongoose will know
about it as soon as the musketeers get out of Paris and the floater scouts pick up the party. They'll notice
that two people are missing, not to mention the fact that we won't be able to communicate with them." He
reached into his boot and pulled out the gauntlet with the comsets wrapped insde. "What's the range of
these things, anyhow?"

"I don't know," said Finn, "but | know what you're think-ing and you just said why it wouldn't work.
They'll be scouting from the air and they'll know that two people are missing. Besides, if thesethingsare
short range, we're out of luck. If they're nat, it still makes no difference. It looks like whatever they're
planning is going to go down in Paris. If we can stop them here, they've till got the chronoplates. Unless
we stop them dead, they can outflank us and attack the musketeers. We can't be in two places at once.”

"Not necessarily,” said Lucas. He looked at Andre. "There's three of us now. One of us can teke
Andre and go aong with the musketeersto cover them. That may fool the floatersand it will leave one of
usto stay behind in Paris and go after Mongoose."

Finn took a deep breath and let it out dowly. "Just one of us? That'swhat | call along shot.”

"Unless you can think of something esered quick; it'sthe only shot we've got. Mongoose said that
he'd be in position at the paace. | think that's exactly where hes going to be. They'll think that were out
of the way and they'll fed safe to make their move. Now what could they do that would create a mgjor
disruption in higtory? | think they might go after Richelieu. Maybe the king or queen, maybe even dl three
of them.”

"God, it'sMensinger'sworst nightmare,” said Finn. "I they nate their target in front of
witnesses, it will be next to impossibleto adjust. And even if plants can be ar-ranged in time, which |
doubt, were taking about mgor historical figures here. Even with genetic engineering, what are the odds
of coming up with an adequate substitute Louis X1V ? Each time an adjustment necessitates a subgtitution,
you'rerisking atemporal disruption that could lead to a plit. This one would guaranteeit.”

"There's dways the chance that Mensinger waswrong,” said Lucas, not very hopefully.

"Right. And were only going to find out the hard way,” Finn said. "Damn. Whichever one of usis
going to stay behind is going to be completely on his own, with Mongoose manipulating the TIA people
under his command. What do you think his chances are going to be?"

Lucas shrugged. "Whichever one of ustakes Andre and joins the musketeers stands agood chance
of not making it back. The onewho staysin Parisisgoing to have to stay divelong enough to kill
Mongoose, Taylor, and Freytag. Frankly, I'd rather not think about what our chances are.”



"I knew | was going to hate thismission,” Finn said. "All right, who stays and who goes?'

Lucasremoved a coin from his pocket. He hed it in hishand, staring at it for amoment, then he
tosseditintheair.

"Cdlit”

12

Shortly before dawn, ten people on horseback |eft Paris by the barrier of St. Denis. The group
consisted of Aramisand his servent, Bazin, a somber man of forty who dressed in black and affected a
priestly air; Porthos and Musgueton, hislackey, an amiable peasant of about thirty-five who was dressed
consderably better than hisfellowsin his master's cast-off clothes; Athos and his man, Grimaud, whose
taciturn demeanor matched his name; and D'Artagnan and Planchet, the comica scarecrow of aman
whose amless, pirited babble more than compensated for Grimaud's and Bazin's glum reserve. They
were just about to leave when their party was in-creased by two new arrivals.

Andre was readily accepted, both because L ucas vouched for "him" and because D'Artagnan, ina
moment of careless exuberance, had let it dip that Andrew wasthe "brother” of that fascinating woman
who had taken their side against the cardinal’'s guards at the abbey. That woman had been an ob-ject of
intrigue and specul ation among the musketeers ever since and now, with the appearance of her "brother”
on the scene, each musketeer secretly hoped to obtain a private in-troduction. D'Artagnan was furious
with himsdf for not hav-ing kept his mouth shut and thereby losing an advantage. In spite of their
precarious Situation, L ucas was quite amused by the musketeers exaggerated overtures of friendship
toward Andre and the sudden, boisterous camaraderie.

Of necessity, no one but D'Artagnan was to know the true nature of their mission, since the honor of
the queen was at stake. Andre and Lucas knew, of course, but they feigned ig-norance. Asfor the other
musketeers, all they weretold wasthat it wasto be amission of great importance and that they had to go
to London and very possibly get killed dong the way. D'Artagnan told them that he had been entrusted
with aletter and that, should hefall, one of the others would have to ddliver it. Save for afew brief
ingtructions regarding thet delivery, the three musketeers knew nothing. Initially, Porthos had raised some
doubts, but following abrief discusson of therisksinvolved and the reasons for their going, Athos settled
the matter once and for dl.

"Gentlemen," he had said, "is the king accustomed to giv-ing you reasons for doing everything that
you must do? No. He saysto you, very smply, 'Gentlemen, thereisfighting going on in Gascony or
Flanders; go and fight," and you go there. No, here are our three leaves of absence, which came from
Captain de Treville, and here are three hundred pistoles, which came from | know not where. So let us
go and get killed where we are told to go. Islife worth the trouble of so many questions?’

The issue settled, they departed for Calai's, which was the quickest route to London. Finn had given
Andre hiscloak in place of her much more ornate one in an effort to fool the floaters. It was ill dark and
Lucasand Andrerode at the tail end of the group. Shortly after they left Paris, Lucas received hisfirst
contact from the floaters.

"Hawk One to Ground Squirrel, Hawk One to Ground Squirrel. Do you read? Over."

Thethroat transmitter enabled L ucas to speak softly, so that the others would not overhear him, but
they would not have heard in any case, since they were dl ahead of him and the group wasin full gallop.
Andre did not have acomset, so she was oblivious of the contact, but Lucas burst into laughter.

"Hawk One to Ground Squirrel, I'm getting a lot of noise. Are you reading me loud and clear?
Over."

"Y ou're getting alot of noise because I'm laughing my assoff,” Lucas said.

"Did you say 'over'?"

"Y eah, yeah, over, roger-willco," Lucas said. "What's with this Ground Squirrdl shit? Who the hell is
Ground Squir-rel?

Therewas adight pause.



"What do you mean, who's Ground Squirrel? You're Ground Squirrel.”

"Nokidding?"'

"Didn't Mongoose give you your call-sign? How the hell are you supposed to respond if you
don't know your call-sign?"

"l am responding, you nitwit."

Thistime, the pause was appreciably longer. Lucas couldn't stop laughing.

“| don't see what's so funny, Priest."

"Well, Chrig, if you know my name, why don't you useit?'

"Well, it would be a bit irregular, but | suppose there's no reason why—"

"Look, have you got something to report or are you just providing comic relief?' said Lucas.

Therewas adightly longer pause. Findly, "Hawk One' came on and said, rather tersdly, "All clear
up ahead.”

"Assholes" mumbled Lucas. There was no further contact until they reached Chantilly.

The group arrived at aroadhouse alittle after eight o'clock. They |eft the horses saddled, in case they
should have to depart in a hurry, and entered the inn to have aquick break-fast. The only other patron
besi des themsel ves was a drunk who greeted them with exaggerated bonhomie. They ex-changed token
pleasantries and nothing more was said be-tween them until it came time for them to leave, a which point
the drunk lurched to hisfeet, holding awine goblet aoft and swaying unsteedily.

"Gentlemen, atoast!" he shouted, nearly overbaancing. He clutched at Porthos's baldrick for
support, then lurched back severd feet, accomplishing the act, miraculoudy, without spilling asingle drop
of wine. "A toast to the health of HisEminence, Cardina Richdieu! Gentlemen, will you join me?!

"l have no objection,” Porthos said, "if you, inturn, will join with usto drink the health of good King
Louis"

Thedrunk spat upon thefloor. "Pah! | recognize no king other than His Eminence!”

"You'redrunk," said Porthos. "Otherwise, | might not so easily forgive your insolence.”

"Drunk, am 17" said the man, reaching for hisrapier and missng it. He grasped a air in the vicinity of
hiswaist until hishand found his sword and he pulled it from its scabbard. "Well, well seewho'sdrunk!”
"That was foolish," Athos said to Porthos. " Still, there's nothing to be done about it now. Kill the

felow and rgoin usas quickly asyou can.”

Porthos shrugged and drew his own rapier. The drunk came on guard with a sudden, remarkable
sobriety. Asthey left the roadhouse with the sound of clanging sted behind them, Lucas suggested that it
might be smpler, snce there were ten of them in dl, to gang up on the man and quickly get it over with.
Athoslooked a him with shock.

"My dear fellow," he sad, intones of drict rebuke, "that sort of thing smply isn't done!™

"Why?"

Athos gave him a pained expression for his answer, mounted up and galloped off.

"It would be abit dishonorable,” Andre ventured, cau-tioudy.

Lucas shook his head. "Boy, have you got alot to learn,” he said. They mounted up and galloped of f
after the mus-keteers.

"Ground Squirrdl to Goony Bird," said Lucas.

"That's 'Hawk One," " camethe annoyed reply.

"Saysyou. Where'sthe other birdorain?’

Therewas ashort silence.

"Hawk Two is scouting up ahead. I'm at ten thousand feet, keeping you on scope.”

"How come you didn't report that character in the tavern?’ Lucas said.

"What character?"

"Jesus, yourealot of hep.”

"You expect me to see indoors from way up here? Give me a break, I'm doing the best | can.”

"Thenwereinalot of trouble.”

"Not yet, but you're going to be. Hawk Two just reported an armed party about a mile outside
Beauvais."



"l didn't hear anything.”

"He's on another frequency.”

Lucasrolled hiseyes. "Well, aren't your people supposed to be providing back-up on thisride?
We're gill well away from there. Move your agentsin and clear the way.”

"They're moving into position, but we can only take defen-sive action in case the terrorists are
among them. If they're not, you 're on your own."

"You'vegot to bekidding."

"Sorry. Orders.”

"Okay, look, isthere another road that we can take to get around them?”

"No go," sadthefloater. "Thisis part of the original scenario. You've got to go on through."

"Terrific," Lucassad.

They stopped at Beauvais for two hours, both to rest and walk their horses around to cool them off
and to wait for Porthos. Lucas motioned Andre over to him. "Look," he said, "there may be some trouble
up ahead. How good are you on horseback, out of armor, | mean?"

"I have beenriding since | wasachild," shesad. "Why?'

"Well, theresalittletrick | learned from the Soux Indians at the Little Big Horn. Now listen
caefully....”

The two hours passed and Porthos did not arrive. "'l fear we must assume theworst,” D'Artagnan
sad. "We can wait no longer, gentlemen. To horse!™

They mounted up and proceeded on their way at arapid clip. After they had ridden for about one
mile, they reached a section of the road that was banked steeply on both sides.

"Watch yourself,"” said Hawk One.

Lucas gave Andre a prearranged signal and, as she rode up even with him, men popped up on either
sde of theroad, fir-ing upon the party with muskets. Musqueton was hit im-mediately and he tumbled
from hishorse. Aramistook aball in the shoulder and he redled in the saddle, but he hung on and spurred
for dear life. Andre and Lucas, riding Side by side, both dropped out of their saddlesto hang on the sides
of their horses, using the animals bodies as shields. Since they wereriding behind the others, their
maneuver went unnoticed. As soon asthey had ridden beyond the ambush, they both swung up into their
saddles. "An excdlent tactic!" Andresaid. "I must remember it." Lucas|ooked at her, grinning, then the
grin disappeared as he saw that she had lost her hat. Almost immediately, Hawk One came on.

"Nicetrick," hesad, "but I've got just one question. Snce when is Private Delaney a blonde?"

Finn was getting tired of dleys. He had been Sitting in the dark aleyway acrossthe street from the
TIA housein the Rue Servadoni for hours and hislegs were beginning to fed iff. The samedl was
offending his nogtrils and once someone with a second-floor window facing out onto the dley dumped a
chamber pot out and the contents landed right next to Finn, missing him by inches. He had lasered severd
rats that had become too curious, but there was one big one, most the size of ahouse cat, that proved
to betoo quick for him. Clearly regarding the dley asitsturf, it was annoyed at his presence and twiceiit
attacked him. Thefirgt time, it sank itsteeth into hisboot and he kicked it away. The second time, he
fired at it with hislaser, but missed. Theregfter, it remained in the shelter of alarge pile of rotting garbage
and he could seeitslambent little eyes glaring a him maevolently. Finn occupied himsdlf by spitting &t it.

Mongoose hadn't moved. Finn knew he wasinside, but he could do nothing but wait and watch the
house. He wondered how L ucas was doing. Finn had called "Heads" and won the coin toss. He elected
to remain behind. He had tried to read Lucas's expression then, but whatever he had been fedling, Priest
had hidden it well. Finn wondered what he had felt. They both knew that he had chosen the more
dangerous course. Finn knew that L ucas, had he won, would have done the same. He wondered if he
would ever be seeing him again.

He hated times like this, times when he was done and inac-tive, with timeto think. Liquor helped at
such times and he had none now. Wine only gave him headachesif he drank too much of it. It never
numbed his nerves.

There was ascratching, scuttling sound that came quickly toward him and he glanced up intimeto



seethe hugerat scrabbling closer. It froze when it saw him looking at it and itsferal gaze met his. Finn
Spat a it and hit it squardly in the snout. It squedled angrily and darted back into its pile of rotting
garbage.

"If you had any classat dl, you'd spit right back," said Finn, meeting the rat's ferocious gaze. Hetried
to stare it down, then redlized what aridiculous thing he was doing and looked back at the house across
the street.

Mongoose had just walked out the door. He almost missed him.

They made another two hours of hard riding before Aramis said that he could go no further. He had
lost some blood and hewas pae. It was dl he could do to remain in the saddle until they reached
Crevecoeur, where they left him at a cabaret with Bazin to look after him.

L ucas had refused to discuss the matter of Delaney's sud-denly becoming a blonde with Hawk One
and, after press-ing him several timeswithout success, the floater became strangely silent. It made Lucas
very gpprehengve. There was no further communication with Hawk One until they reached theinn of the
LisdOr.

They arrived at about midnight and the innkeeper, dressed in nightgown and nightcap and carrying a
candle, received them solicitoudy, but gpologized for having only two rooms, at opposite ends of the
hotel. Athos found this suspicious, but it was decided that he and D'Artagnan would share one room
while Monsieur Dumas and Andre shared the other. As afurther safeguard, Grimaud was ordered to
deegp in the stables with the horses and Planchet firmly announced hisintention to protect his master by
deeping on apile of straw before his door. Shortly after they had separated to go to their rooms, Lucas
heard the floater's voiceinsde hisear.

"All right, Priest, you're going to have a visitor in a little while. It'll be one of us, so don't get
twitchy. You've got some explaining to do."

Lucas warned Andre and they settled down to wait. He had no ideawhat to expect. Just in case,
they both kept their weapons ready. Twenty minutes passed and L ucas began to fed very nervous; then
there was a soft knock at their door.

"It'sopen,” Lucas said.

The door opened and aman dressed in ared doublet and black cloak entered. He paused when he
saw L ucas holding hislaser pointed at him and he looked long and hard at Andre. Then he dowly turned
around and closed the door behind him.

"The name's Cobra," he said, "and spare me the wise-cracks. I'm the number-two agent on this
operation." Hetook another long look at Andre. ™Y ou want to tell me about it?"

"Sure," said Lucas. "What do you want to know?"

"Don't get cute. What's she doing here? Where's Delaney?'

"Back in Paris."

"Why?'

"He's got saddle sores.”

The agent stared at him slently for amoment. "Y ou're not in any position to play games, Captain.
Mongoose has disap-peared and now | find out that Delaney stayed behind in Paris. Thelast time
anyone saw her," hesad, glancing at Andre, "one of our agents got burned. Now I'm giving you the
chanceto explain. I'm trying to be reasonable. | don't much like what I'm thinking, so you'd better set my
mind at easeand do it fast.”

Lucas sat sllently for amoment, debating. He took a deep bregth.

"Suppose you don't believe my explanation?'

"Makemebdieveit. 'mwilling to lisen.”

"All right," said Lucas, "but you're not going to likeit."

"Try me”

"There's good reason to believe that thisride is nothing but a smokescreen. The terrorists never
intended to interfere with the musketeers. We're al being decoyed awvay from wherethered disruptionis
going to occur.”



"Who's decoying us away?"

"Mongoose," Lucas said. "He's either been a double agent al dong or he's gone over to the
Timekeepers”

"Youreright," said Cobra, "I don't likeit. Y ou can't seri-oudy expect meto beieve that?"

"I didn't think you would," said Lucas. "That'swhy Finn stayed behind in Paris, to kegp an eyeon
him. Mongoose was followed to a secret meeting with Bruno Freytag and—"

"Followed by whom?"

Lucassighed. "Andrefollowed him."

The agent snorted. "That's your proof? Y ou've just made one whale of an accusation, Migter. Y ou're
going to have to come up with better evidence than that."

"l can't,” said Lucas. "At least, not now. | told you, | didn't expect you to believe me. But suppose,
just for one mo-ment, that Mongoose went over. Where would that leave you? What would be my
moativefor lying to you?'

"Well, let's suppose that you went over," Cobrasaid. "We know that Delaney, at least, has some
sympathy for the league. And you were out of the service for aperiod of time. Who knows what you
were doing? Not to mention the fact that you're here with someone who burned one of our agents.”

"Shedid that in sdf-defense and you know it," Lucas said, angrily. "Besides, you know our records.
They spesk for themsdves™

"So does Mongoose's.”

"All right, then, pull us off themission,” Lucas said. "But ask yourself why, if I'm not onthe leve, |
haven't taken ad-vantage of al the opportunities I've had to sabotage thismis-son. Finnand | could
easly have taken Mongoose out. We could easily have killed any one of the musketeers or even dl of
them. Besides, you picked usfor this mission. Can you af-ford to take the chance that I'm not telling you
the truth? Can you afford not to check it out?

"Y ou're putting me in avery bad position, Priest.” The agent thought amoment. Lucas found that his
pamswere swegting. Findly, Cobranodded. "Y ou'reright,” hesaid. "'l can't afford to take the chance.
All right. I'll take some men and return to Paris. It means pulling some people off this operation and |
don't likethat. Y ou'd damn well better beright.”

"Fine" said Lucas. "Let'sgo."

"Y ou're not going anywhere," said Cobra. "Y ou two are going to finish out thisride. You'll be
covered every inch of theway. Y ou make one wrong move and you've both had it, understand? And I'll
take those lasers.”

He held hishand out, pam up.

"Noway," sad Lucas.

"I'm not asking you, I'm telling you," the agent said. ™Y ou want me to stick my neck way out for you.
Y ou're asking me to consider your position; well, I'm asking you to consder mine. Y ou'll gtill have your
daggers and your rapiers, but after this, I'd have to beinsaneto et you keep your lasers. Now let's have
them."

Lucaslicked hislips nervoudy and glanced at Andre.

"Heisonly asking for agesture of good faith," she said.

"He'sasking alot morethan that,” said Lucas, "but I'm afraid | see his point.”

Hereversed hislaser and handed it over. Andre did the same.

"Okay," said Cobra. "I'll take some men and leave right away. Where can | find Delaney?'

"l don't know," said Lucas. "He's probably trailing Mon-goose, wherever heis.”

"He dtill wearing his comset?!

"l doubt it," Lucas said. "With Mongoose in charge, he would be wide open if he was transmitting.
Which reminds me, just how far do these things go?' he said, pointing at histhroat.

"Not to Paris, if that'swhat you're thinking. They're short-range. Assuming what you're saying istrue,
and Mongoose isarenegade, Delaney will have every reason to expect hogtility from us. Can you think
of anything that | can do to convince him that I'm giving you a chance to prove your alegations?'

Lucasthought amoment. "Y eah. Tl him that | wish he had called Tails" Hell know what it means.”



Finn followed Mongoose to the same dley in the Rue Ferou where Andre had seen him confer with
Freytag. Mongoose was being doppy. He didn't expect anyone to be on histrail, so he didn't even
bother to check to seeif he was being fol-lowed. Just the same, Finn gave him plenty of room. It waslate
and the darkness made it easier. Asthe agent stepped into the dley, Finn quickly ran across the street.
Hewould bein good position to fire a themin the dley, but then held have no ideawhere Taylor was.
He debated the question of whether or not to go for the sure thing and kill the two of them now, hoping
to catch Taylor on hisown, or follow them to Taylor and try taking them out all at once.

It wastempting. All he had to do was step into the mouth of the dley and sweep it quickly with the
laser and it would be dl over for Mongoose and Freytag. But then it would mean cutting it very close
with Taylor. Finn's cover did not gain him admission to the palace, whereas Taylor's did. Hed either have
to sneak into the palace somehow and catch "Milady" insde, which would be next to impossible
consdering the odds, or get Taylor before he went into the palace, and there was no way of knowing for
certain which entrance he would use. Finn could not cover dl of them at once.

Staying low and keeping to the shadows, Finn glanced into the dley. He could just barely make out
two shapesin there. The big one had to be Freytag. On the floor directly above him, aman and awoman
were screaming at each other and there was the occasiond crash of crockery. The noise madeit
impossible for him to overhear anything that went on insde the dley. He cursed the quarrdling couple, but
didn't want to risk getting any closer. Hefdt thelaser in hisright hand and wished that he could get it
over with right now, but he fought down the impulse to fire. Two of them would not be good enough.
Hed haveto get dl three. He stedled himsdlf and waited. They would lead him to Taylor. They had to.

"All right, let'sdo it,” Mongoose said.

Freytag smiled. " Sure. Anything you say. Adrian would just love to seeyou.”

Mongoose looked down at the dim laser in Freytag's hand. It was aimed directly at his midsection.

"What the hdll isthis?'

"Just don't move amuscle, friend, or I'll fry your gutsright here,” said Freytag, reaching out with his
other hand and pat-ting him down. He relieved M ongoose of hisweapon.

"| thought we had aded," saild Mongoose,

"Immunity from prosecution and ablanket pardon in return for handing Taylor over to you
personally?' Freytag chuckled. "That'snot what | cdl avery atractive dedl. It won't put any money in my
pocket."

"How much do you want?'

"You must redlly take mefor afool,” said Freytag. "Once you had Taylor, you'd hang me, aswell.

Y ou should've tried your pitch on Darcy. He might've been stupid enough to go for it; but then, he's
dead.”

"Don't beafool, Bruno. Youll never get awvay with this"

"Who'sto stop me?' Freytag said. "Y ou wanted Taylor to yourself so badly that you sent al your
people off on awild goose chase. Y our own colossal ego did you in, Mongoose. If not for that, you
might've stopped us, but you blew it. You did just what Taylor said you would. Y ou know, | didn't
believe him. | told him that nobody could be that stupid. But here you are.”

Casualy, Mongoose reached up asif to scratch himsdf. Freytag dapped his hand down.

"Y ou go for that panic button one more time and you've had it," he said.

"Taylor wouldn't like that,” Mongoose said. "I'm sure held be redl disgppointed if you didn't bring me
indive"

"I'm sure he would be, but nothing says| gotta bring you in with both your hands still attached to your
wrigds."

"I'm afraid you've got apoint,” said Mongoose.

"All right. Now were going to teke alittlewak. Y ou walk in front of me, niceand easy. I'll tell you
whereto go. And don't get any ideas. Y ou try anything and I'll burn your legs off at the kneesand carry
you the rest of theway. Now let'sgo.”



Finn could hardly seeingde the alley. Occasondly, he would catch some motion in there, but it was
hard to make out what was happening. There was afresh burst of screaming from the couple fighting
upstairs and a crash as athrown footstool hurtled through the window and out into the dley. Finn ducked
down, quickly. When helooked up, both men had moved out into the center of the dley and were
Slhouetted asthey walked out the other end. He followed, keeping at adistance.

They went severa blocks, waking casualy down the street until they cameto afamiliar
neighborhood. With ashock, Finn redlized that they were heading straight toward Moreau's Tavern.
They passed the entrance to the tavern and went into the house right beside it.

"Jesus Chrigt," said Finn. "They werethat close dl thetime!”

Therewasalight burning on the second floor, on the right side of the building. Finn looked up at the
second floor of Moreau's Tavern, where the rooms were rented out. It was possible that he might get a
shot—

“Don't move, Delaney.”

A hand of ice clutched at hisintestines and he froze, damn-ing himsdlf for not being more careful. If |
turn around fast and fire, he thought—

"Priest said that you shouldve cdled Tails." "

Sowly, Finn turned around, holding hislaser pointed at the ground.

"l saw the musclesin your neck and shoulderstense,” the man said. "It's abad habit. Y ou should
learn to contral it. Y ou telegraph that way. The name's Cobra, TIA."

There were two men standing with him, al three were wear-ing black cloaks. Cloak-and-dagger,
thought Finn, stifling achuckle.

"I should have been more careful,” he said. "How long have you been tailing me?"

"We picked you up about two blocks back," said Cobra. "It'salucky thing you kept your comset.
Wedon't liketo lose our equipment, so we st it up with tracing Sgnas.”

Finn reached into his pocket and pulled out the comset, wrapped in ahandkerchief.

"| should've thrown the damn thing away," he said. "Seemslike | havelots of bad habits. | don't like
to lose equipment, ether.”

"Fortunately for you," said Cobra, "that's one habit that worked for you. We caught onto your little
switch and | had a chat with Captain Priest. He told me Mongoose was working both sides of the Street.
| wouldn't have bdieved it if | hadn't seenit for mysdlf." He nodded toward the building they werein.

"What made you bdieve it enough to check it out?' said Finn.

"Wall, it was pointed out to me by Captain Priest that | could not afford to take the chance that he
was not telling methe truth," said Cobra. "Also, I've been at thisfor awhile. After afew years, it gets so
that you don't trust anybody. Y ou don't take things for granted; that way you live longer.”

"I never thought 1'd see the day when 1'd be thankful for spook paranoia,” Finn said.

"I'll take that as acompliment, though I'm sure you didn't mean it asone," said Cobra, with a
mirthless, tight-lipped smile. "And now | redly think we ought to do something about those threein
there”

"At least the odds are on our Sde," said Finn. "Four againgt three."

"Six againg three, actudly,” said Cobra. "I've aready got two men in that tavern there. They should
bein position in that room opposite the window on the second floor there. If there's anybody in that
room, they'll be temporarily inconve-nienced, I'm afraid.”

Even as he gpoke, an agent came running out of the tavern, approaching them.

"All s&t," hesaid. "It was one of the whores rooms. Jaguar's got aprosty in there, but she's
unconscious. Used a nerve pinch. When she wakes up, she won't even know what happened.”

"Good work. How's it look up there?"

"We'rein luck. Therésawindow directly acrosstheway. It's shuttered, but that shouldn't present
much of aproblem. Well be able to swing right across and break through.”

"Sounds dmost too easy,” Finn sad.

"Nothing ever is," said Cobra. "Fortunatdly, they won't be expecting anything. They'll be thinking that



weredl milesaway.”

"It will dill haveto be pretty tight, though,” Finn said. "Remember, they've ill got a least one
chronoplate. Which reminds me, wherés yours?'

"Back at the safehouse," Cobrasaid. "I've got aman startioned there. We lucked out there, too.
Mongoose didn't take his plate with him. He must've figured on returning. This must be some last-minute
conference. | get the shakeswhen | think about the fact that we'd al be clocking in back there one at a
time when we'd finished covering the musketeers. He would've been able to take us dl out with no
swest." Cobratook a deep breath. "It was aclose call for me. Soon asthe floater said one of the
commandos was an imposter, | clocked right back to check with Mongoose. He must've just Ift. If held
il been therewhen | arrived and if | had told him ..." Helet it hang.

"Wevedl had dosecals” said Finn. "I'm thinking that breaking in on them might not be agood idea.
Why not just get them asthey come out?"

Cobra shook his head. "That might work, but | don't want to take the chance that any of them might
be using that plate to get into position for whatever it isthat they've got planned. Y ou think it'sa hit?"

"l think it'sahit."

"Give methat comset," Cobrasaid. Hetook it from him and handed it to the agent who had just
come from Moreau's. "Takethisand giveit to Jaguar. I've got one on me." He pulled atiny box out of his
pocket. "Tdl him to put it on, but to keep his mouth shut, just in case. Y ou never know. Don't even
bresthe hard. Have him get ready to swing over. We're going in the front way. Well burn through the
lock and get as close to them as we can. When | say now, we hit 'em from both sides. Y ou stay in that
room and cover Jaguar as he goes across. Delaney, you Stay right here, in case any of them get by us.
Cover the street.”

"I'd much rather be going in with you," said Finn.

"l know," said Cobra. "But odds are someone's going to get burned breaking in there. It was our
man that went bad. | figure we owe you one.”

"What are you going to do with Mongoose?'

"If I can, I'll try to take him dive," said Cobra. "But I'm not going to try too hard.”

13

Neither Lucas nor Andre even bothered trying to get any deep. The Situation was extremely volatile.
At four o'clock in the morning, someone knocked softly at their door.

There had been no warning over the comset telling them to expect visitors. Both of them drew their
rapiers and dowly approached the door, ready for anything. In French, Lucas asked who was there,
affecting adeepy sounding voice. Thereply was scarcely above awhisper, but they recognized that it
was Athos. Lucas opened the door.

"Good, | seeyou are both still dressed,” said the mus-keteer, quietly. "I could not get to deep in this
pestilential hole, either. Planchet has seen strangers about. We'd best quit this place and be on our way.
Ah, here comes D'Artagnan and Planchet. Softly, now, let us be off. Planchet, did you tell Grimaud to
saddle the horses?’

"Yes, Monseur Athos. | told him to move with sedth, just asyou said.”

"Excdlent,” said Athos. "'l do not much carefor running away like athief in the night, but it would be
the prudent thing to do. | did not like thelook of our innkeeper. He was a shade too friendly for having
been wakened in the middle of the night.”

Moving on tiptoe, they crept down the stairs and out the door, heading for the stables. Their horses
were al saddled and awaiting them, but there was no sign of Grimaud. Athos glanced about him,
searching for his servant.

"Grimaud!" he called, softly.

Therewasno reply.

"Grimaud, damn you for alaggard, where the devil are you?"



An answering moan came from within apile of straw, from which aboot could be seen sticking out.
Athos rushed over to the straw pile and, pulling by the foot, dragged out Grimaud, who appeared to have
been bashed over the head. He was semiconscious and bleeding profusely from the scalp. At that very
moment, they were attacked.

A group of men dressed as peasants, yet betrayed by the fine rapiers which they brandished, leapt
out & them from al corners of the stable. One appeared over the stall behind D'Artagnan, stabbing down
vicioudy with adagger. The quick-witted Gascon ducked aside and caught the man'sarm, dragging him
over the sl and flipping him down onto the ground. He twisted the dagger out of the would-be
n's hand and stabbed him with his own wegpon, plunging the blade into the man's chest. He
Sdestepped alunge from another and dropped him with aright acrossthe jaw, then swung into the
saddle and yanked free hisrapier.

Lucas and Andre both drew their swords and daggers and met the men who charged them. Lucas
turned asword away from his attacker and booted its wielder in the groin. He quickly dashed his dagger
across the man's face, then turned to meet his next opponent. D'Artagnan cameriding up at that moment,
rearing his horse and interposing it between Lucas and two swordsmen, giving him timeto swing up into
the sad-dle. The stables became filled with the sounds of ringing sted!.

Andre parried one sword-thrust with her dagger and en-gaged another with her blade. She executed
aquick beat and disengage, then quickly thrust the point of her rapier into her opponent'seye. The
second swordsman lunged again and she twisted her body, fedling the blade ripping through her cloak
and passing periloudy closeto her ribs. She moved into the thrust, trapping the man's blade and stabbing
her dagger deep into his abdomen. The man fell, clutching at her and dragging her off balance, taking her
down with him. She fought free and started to get up, turning in time to see another man bear-ing down
on her. D'Artagnan ran him down with his horse and she took four running steps and leaped over the
hind-quarters of her horse and into the saddle.

Athos had pulled out his pistols and fired at the first onrush, dropping two of his attackers. He barely
had the time to drop his pistols and draw his sword before he found himself beset by three opponents.
He dodged athrown dagger and it embedded itsalf in a post behind him. However, his ducking the
dagger had given his opponentstime to hem him in and he stood braced with his back againgt the post,
fending off the three rapiersthat darted in a him. He parried one thrugt, kicked the man in the groin ashe
parried yet another, and felt the third blade scrape dong his arm. He lunged quickly and killed one man,
but that one wasimmediately replaced by another. Andre had aready bulled her way through on
horse-back to the outside and Lucas and D'Artagnan were both mounted up and by the door, keeping
attackers at bay.

"I am taken!" Athos shouted. "Go on, D'Artagnan! Spur! Sour!”

D'Artagnan only paused long enough to hurl his dagger a one of Athoss attackers, seeing it thud
homeinto his back.

"One for all—" D'Artagnan shouted.

"Get the devil out of here!" screamed Athos.

They set spursto their horses and galoped off after Andre, their number now reduced to four.
Planchet, alone, had man-aged to legp into the saddle and gallop out the stable door before their
attackers had closed in on them. He was waiting for them further down the road, looking terrified.

"Coward!" D'Artagnan shouted a him, leaning over in the saddle and flailing at him with hishat. "Y ou
should have stayed and fought!"

"With what, Master?' Planchet cringed, attempting to ward off the blows." | don't have asword!”

They rode at breakneck speed for St. Omer, beyond which lay Caais.

"Hawk One, wherethe hell wereyou?' Lucas said, furi-oudy.

Therewasno reply.

"Hawk One!"

Slence

"Damn you, Hawk One. ..." It suddenly occurred to Lucaswhy Hawk One was not responding. He
samply wasn't there. Cobra had said that he would pull several men off the operation to check his



adlegations against Mongoose. He had been coldly efficient in making his selection. If what Lucas had
said was true, then the Timekeepers would be striking back in Paris and manpower would be needed
there. If Lucas had lied, then he had been disarmed of his most effective weagpon and, asatraitor, would
not require reconnai ssance reports. The second floater could very well be overhead and he most likely
was. Cobrahad said that they would be covered every inch of the way. But Hawk Two wason a
different fre-quency and, in any case, until the truth was known, he would not be reporting in to Lucas.
Effectively, they were on their own.

Thusfar, everything had happened according to the original scenario. History reported that
D'Artagnan and all three musketeers survived the mission, but Andre and L ucas were both extraneous
factors. That gavefatealot of leeway.

A short distance outside Caais, D'Artagnan's horse col-lapsed. Planchet's anima wasall donein as
well, so Lucas and Andre each took a passenger and they barely reached Cdais, their horsestotally
exhausted. Dismounting, they made it to the port on foot and sought out the captain of asmall skiff, who
was aready engaged in adiscussion with another gentle-man. D'Artagnan ran up to them and interrupted,
asking if they could st sail at onceto England.

"l say, gir," said the well-dressed gentleman, somewhat taken aback at the Gascon's rudeness, but
the captain raised ahand, silencing them both.

"As| was about to tell this gentleman,” the captain told D'Artagnan, "I am ableto set sall a once.
However, thismorning an order arrived stating that no one should be a-lowed to cross without
permission fromthe cardina.”

"I have that permission,” said the well-dressed gentleman, taking out a paper and holding it out.

"It must be examined by the governor of the port,” the cap-tain said.

"Andwhereshdl | find him?"

"At his country house. Y ou can seeit from here, at the foot of thet little hill. The dated roof."

With an arch glance at D'Artagnan, the man departed with his servant, heading toward the house of
the governor of the port. D'Artagnan returned, crestfallen, to confer with Andre and Lucas.

"Weare undone," he said. "The cardina has ordered that no one—"

"Yes, we heard,” said Lucas. "No one can cross without his express permission. So? What isthe
problem?’

"But we have no such permisson!”

"True," said Lucas, turning to look after the departing gentleman, "but that man does.”

D'Artagnan followed his gaze and he frowned, then understanding dawned. "Ah, yes! Of course,
how stupid of me. Well smply takeit from him." He reached for his sword, but L ucas stayed his hand.

"Not here," hesad. "Follow him. Discreetly, en? Andre and | will remain here and make sure that
no one else triesto book passage.”

D'Artagnan and Planchet followed the gentleman and Andre and Lucastook alittle timeto get some
much-needed rest.

"What happensnow?' said Andre.

"Wewait," said Lucas. "Our orders are to finish out the ride, so that meanswell haveto goto
England and to Buck-ingham. Y ou heard what Cobra said. If we make one wrong move, well be killed."

"But no oneisabout,” she said. "They could not have known that we departed for Cdaisinsuch a
hurry, before dawn."

"They know," said Lucas. "And I'll bet you they're watch-ing us right now. WEll just haveto play it
by ear, that'sdl. If Finn ill has his comset, Cobra said that he could trace him when he clocked into
Paris. If Finn gives him a chance to ex-plain, then maybe they'll be able to stop Mongoos, if it isn't
aready too late. That'san awful lot of ifs.”

"What if Mongoose cannot be stopped?’ said Andre.

"I'd rather not even think abouit it," Lucas said.

After ashort while, D'Artagnan returned with permission to sail, made out in the name of the Count
de Wardes. D'Artagnan reported that the count had been unreasonably un-cooperative, so he had | eft
him bleeding on the ground with his hapless servant tied to anearby tree. De Wardeswas till dlive when



they had l€eft, S0 just to be on the safe side, the Gascon had given the governor of the port aprecise
descrip-tion of "D'Artagnan,” whom the governor had been ordered to arrest if he arrived in Calais. The
description D'Artagnan had given the governor was that of the Count de Wardes. L ucas congratul ated
him on hisinitiative and, with their clearance secured, they set sail for England. It wasjust aswdll that
they had not eaten, for alone of the four, Lucas was the only one who was not seasick. But then, alittle
trip across the channel was nothing to a man who had sailed under Lord Nelson and served under John
Paul Jones.

They arrived in England at ten o'clock and obtained post-horses for their trip to London. It was at
this point that D'Ar-tagnan redlized that there were two aspects of the mission's planning that he had
entirely overlooked. This knowledge came to him with something of a shock the moment he set foot in
England. For one thing, he had no idea how to get to Lon-don, and for another, he didn't spesk aword
of English. For-tunately for the Gascon, L ucas both spoke English and knew the way to London, so they
immediately headed for the res-dence of Lord Buckingham.

Upon arriving there, they weretold that the duke was at Windsor, hunting with the king. Patrick, the
dukesvaet, of-fered to conduct them persondly when told that they had come upon amission of life and
degth, and he quickly had a horse saddled for himsdlf and they were off to Windsor Castle. Once there,
they were directed to the marshes, where Buckingham was hawking with the king. When they came
within sght of the hunting party, Patrick bade them to wait at a distance while he rode up to the duke and
informed him of their arrival.

"How shal | announce you to His Lordship?' the valet had asked.

"Tdl himit isthe young man who sought aquarrel with him one night inthe Rue Vaugirard,”
D'Artagnan said.

Patrick raised his eyebrows. "A most unusud introduc-tion,” he said.

"1 think you will find thet it will be sufficient,” said D'Ar-tagnan.

Patrick rode off and, moments later, returned with George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, at his
side. He had, of course, instantly remembered D'Artagnan and he was most concerned that some
misfortune had befalen the queen. As Buckingham was fluent in French, there was no need for Lucasto
act asan interpreter, so he and Andre drew away when they noticed Patrick beckoning to them.

"Glad you madeit, Priest,” said Petrick. "Wolverine, TIA."

Lucas shook his head in amazement. "Boy, when you peopleinfiltrate, you don't kid around, do
you?”
"I've been expecting you," said the agent. "I've heard all abouit it, of course. | received amessage
from the safehouse alittle while ago. Terrible busness.”

"Then Cobras contacted Delaney?' Lucas said, anxioudy. "He's got his proof?'

"I'm afraid | have some bad newsfor you," the agent said. "Very bad news."

Using alaser, Cobra burned through the lock upon the door and quietly took hismeningde. Finn
waited, tensgly, in the Stret.

From where he stood, Delaney could see the front door, the lighted window where the conspirators
were, and the room on the second floor of Moreau's Tavern, where the two TIA agents had taken up
their posts. He knew that Cobra thought that he was doing him afavor by placing himin the least
dangerous pogition, but just the same, he would have felt agreat dedl better if he had gone dong with
themingde. Still, theraid looked amost foolproof. If Cobra hit them hard and fast, with the element of
surprise upon his side, the chances of any of the Timekeepers being able to escape via chronoplate were
virtudly nil.

As Finn watched, the window on the second floor of Moreau's Tavern was opened quietly. He saw
agent Jaguar peer out, cautioudy, then he saw him raise his hand toward the wall of the other building,
just acrossanarrow aley. The agent had some sort of object in his hand, which he seemed to beaiming
at thewall. A moment later, Finn heard afaint pop-ping sound and ametalic sounding clink and he
redized what the TIA man had done. Aiming a aspot on thewall con-siderably higher than the shuttered
window, he had fired ameta dart attached to alength of nystedl line into the opposite wall. It would



enable him to swing across. He saw the agent taking position, crouching in the window frame, hisfeet on
the very edge, his hands holding the nysted line taut. Any sec-ond now, thought Finn. As soon as Cobra
givestheword. He held hislaser ready.

Jaguar glanced down at him for a brief moment and nodded, then swayed for an agonizing second
and, as Finn watched, horrified, helost hisbaance, shouted " Shit!" and swung out into the air.

"Jesus..." Finn whispered.

The agent swung across the narrow alley, but instead of jackknifing and hitting the wooden shutter
with hisfeet, he dammed into it full length with aresounding thud, knocking himsdf out and dropping into
thedley.

The other agent on the second floor of Moreau's Tavern fired into the shuttered window. Therewas
atremendous racket ingde the house. Finn heard shouting and then he heard someone scream. Fedling
helpless, he remained rooted to the spot, watching franticaly for asign of any of theterrorigts. It was
over dmogt as quickly asit had started. The front door opened and someone shouted, "Don't fire,
Ddaney!"

Cobrawalked out alone.

"What the hell happened?’ he demanded.

Finntold him. "1 guess Jaguar lost his balance and swung across before you gave the word. Hefell
down inthedley. Probably knocked himsdf out.”

"I hope the damn fool broke his neck," said Cobra, sav-agely.

“Well? Did you get them?"'

Cobrahit hislower lip. "Taylor got away," he said.

"Oh, that'sjust dandy,” Finn said, grimly. "How did you manage that?'

Cobra sghed. "Freytag bought him the time. He didn't need much. He must've had the plate set in
advance. Freytag took out both my men before | got him."

"What about Mongoose?' Finn said.

"He's il dive" said Cobra "He wantsto seeyou.”

Finn went into the house with Cobra. Mongoose was not a pretty sight. Fortunately for him, he had
not been aonewith Taylor very long. The Timekeepers had evidently intended to torture him to desth.
They had tied him to a chair and gagged him, then performed some delicate surgery with alaser. They
had started with hisface. Finn had to force himsdlf to look at him.

"Weve got to get him medicd attention right away," said Cobra, "but when he found out you were
here, hewouldn't let ustouch him until he saw you."

Something vaguely resembling arasping chuckle emerged from the agent's mouth as Mongoose
looked at him. " Just wanted you to seethis," herasped. "Thought you might get akick out of it."

"Thisisn't exactly my ideaof kicks" said Finn.

Mongoose nodded, head lalling. "I redlly screwed it up, didn't |7

Finn did not respond.

"l didn't go over," Mongoose said, emphaticaly. "I just wanted you to know that. | wanted you to
understand. | thought Freytag. . . ." He shook hishead. "I wanted him, Delaney. | wanted him dl to
myself. Just him and me. The best againgt the best—"

Finn turned away. He looked at Cobra. ™Y ou got anybody at the palace?' he said.

"Sparrow should be there. But thisisonly her firgt field assgnment—"

"l suggest we hotfoot it over thereand fast,” Delaney said.

"Delaney—" Mongoose croaked.

Finn glanced a him briefly. "I haven't got time for you," he said. "Go and get your face fixed."

Lucasligtened to the news grimly. He quickly glanced back a D'Artagnan and Buckingham.
Buckingham had read the | etter and was engaged in an animated discussion with the Gascon.

"We haven't got much time," he said. "What happens now? Taylor could be anywhere with that
plae”

"If he's clocked out to another time, we've lost him,” the agent said. "But Cobra doesn't think he's



givenupyet.”

"No, | don't think hewould, from what I've heard," said Lucas. "So we just ride it out?"

The agent nodded. "Watch yoursdlf, for God's sake. I'll look after Buckingham. We—"

They were interrupted by a shout from Buckingham and they whedled their horses and galloped of f
after Villiersand D'Artagnan. They rode at full speed toward London and they did not dack their pace as
they entered the city. Buckingham rode like a man possessed, running down severa hapless Englishmen
who did not get out of hisway intime. When they arrived a Buckingham's residence, he sorang from his
horse and dashed insde. Planchet stayed with the horses while they ran to keep up with Buckingham.

They ran through severd eegant chambers, following the prime minigter, until they cameto his
bedroom. Inside the bedroom was atiny acove and within that alcove, hidden by atapestry, wasasmall
door. He pulled the tapestry aside and opened the door with alittle golden key he wore on achain
around his neck. Ingde the door was atiny chamber il-luminated by candlesin small red glasses, giving
the room a sacrosanct glow. It wasashrineto Anne of Audtria. A full-length portrait of the queen hung
beneath a blue velvet canopy and undernesth the portrait was an atar, on which rested a smdl golden
casket, intricately worked. Buckingham lunged for this casket and opened it, pulling out a blue ribbon
fes-tooned with diamonds—the diamond studs given him by Anne.

"Thank God," said Buckingham. "They are safe. They aredl here.”

Lucas frowned, remembering something.

"I have only worn them once, at aball given by the king aweek ago at Windsor. The Countess de
Winter—"

"Milady!" Lucassaid.

"Yes" said Buckingham. "She. . . thatisto say, I. . . ." He glanced up at the portrait of the queen.
"Forgive me, my love."

"The Countesswas here?" said Lucas. "She saw the diamonds?”'

Buckingham nodded. " She was quite taken by them. Shetold methat sheloved diamondsand | let
her examine them. When | took them off that night, | put them back into the casket, which | 1eft on the
table by my bed. The next morning, | returned it to this chamber, but | did not openit. | later learned she
was an agent of the cardinal's. When | read that | etter, the first thought that sprang into my mind was that
she might have... during the night. . . . But they are here, intact, dl twelve of them, thank God." He put
the studs back into the casket and handed it to D'Artagnan. "Here, takeit. It was atogether too
dangerousagift.”

Lucas pulled the agent out into the bedroom. "Have you got a plate here?!

The agent frowned. "Y es, but—"

"Therésnotimeto lose. Andre and | have got to get back to Paris a once!”

"But what about D'Artagnan? Y ou must—"

"Forget about D'Artagnan! According to Dumeas, two of the studs were missing, but al twelve of
them are therel”

" ill don't understand. What does that—"

"If the studs played no part in Taylor's plan, why did he come here? Why did he follow through with
the origina scenario, even going so far as to seduce Buckingham so that he could examine the studs more
closaly? According to history, Milady stole two of the Sudsto giveto Richdieu.”

"But dl the suds are here," said Wolverine.

"Precisaly,” Lucas said. "Buckingham was supposed to have two studs made here, duplicatesto
make up for the ones Milady stole. Duplicates,” said Lucas, squeezing the agent'sarm hard.

"Then if Taylor gave Richdieu two studs. . ." said the agent. His eyeswidened. "Good God! Come
ond”

At that moment, D'Artagnan came out of the chamber. Seeing L ucas and Andre running off with
Petrick, he called out, "Where are you going?'

"An urgent matter! An agent of the cardina!" Lucas shouted over his shoulder, improvising. "Go on,
D'Artagnan, ride! Well seeyouin Parid"

They ran for "Patrick's’ chambers, leaving behind them a perplexed D'Artagnan and arepentant



Buckingham, knedling before the portrait of the queen.

Thetiming was al wrong, but now there was no choice. Taylor hadn't planned to make hisfina move
for several daysyet. There would have been plenty of time to arrange things before D'Artagnan returned
with the diamond studs, trailing al of Mongoose's agents behind him.

They would have become increasingly anxious as the journey of the musketeers progressed. They
would have had to watch closely every attempt made by Richdieu's men to stop the musketeersto seeif
it could be acover for aterrorist ploy. Their anxiety could easily have aready triggered needless
in-terference with the cardinal’s men. That would have worked for Taylor. He knew that Mensinger's
"Fate Factor" tended to compensate for the deaths of people who were historicdly insignificant, but in
this case, such minor disruptions would only place added strain upon tempora continuity. There had
smply been too many smal disruptions with too inadegquate compensations in too short a span of time.
With the find act, the scenario would have been irreversibly disrupted and atempord split would have
beeninevitable.

Milady rodein her carriage toward the paace. If the agents were sharp, and if they were right on top
of D'Artagnan all the way, then they would have noticed the historical discrepancy of al twelve diamond
suds gtill being in Buckingham's possession. Perhaps Buckingham might even have told them that Milady
had "vigted" with him. In such a case, the agents would have undoubtedly devised some ploy to detain
D'Ar-tagnan while they franticaly examined al twelve diamond studsin order to make certain that they
were nothing but twelve diamond studs.

Otherwise, they would follow D'Artagnan straight back to the palace, watching while he delivered the
studsto the queen and al the while wondering when Taylor would make his move. An enemy on edge,
nervous and ridden with anxiety, was an enemy off guard.

The ball would take place as scheduled. The agents would have undoubtedly infiltrated en masse,
snce with the ride of the musketeers safely and successfully completed, they would have deduced that
the planned disruption would occur during the bal. They would dl have been there, waiting, watching,
when Richdlieu gave the king the two studs that Milady had supposedly stolen from Buckingham.
Richelieu would tell Louisthat he doubted that the queen sill possessed the diasmond studs, but if she
wore them, then in that case the king should count them. If the king found only ten, he wasto ask her
who could have stolen from her the two studs Richelieu had given him.

Taylor wasto have been at Richelieu's sde then. While he was with the cardind and under his
protection, the agents would have been powerless to move against him. They would have only been able
to watch and wait. They would have been helpless to do anything when the queen arrived, wearing her
diamond studs, and the king and Richdlieu, with Milady by his sde, went over to her to count the studs
and to confront her with thetwo "missing” studsin case she had only ten of them. In that moment, when
they were al together, Taylor would have pressed atiny button.

Taylor had known for quite sometime, or at least somera-tional part of him had known, that he was
going insane. He had known that his persondity was fragmenting. Before the mission had begun, hewas
aready aware of at least two other personaitieswithin him. Personditiesthat, at times, he could not
control. The condition was not beyond a cure, but there was no way that he could risk obtaining therapy.
He had been living underground for years and seeking help would have resulted in hisamost certain
apprehension. So Taylor had de-cided to "retire” a his peak. Quiteliterdly, he had intended to go out
with abang. Two factors had prevented him from seeing his plan through as he had intended. There had
been no way of knowing that the agents would somehow find the ter-rorists. He must have judged
Mongoose incorrectly. Also, he had not counted on Milady. Since he had assumed her char-acter, she
had devel oped within him quickly. She had entirely taken over or eradicated his other personditiesand
she had grown very strong, indeed. Moreover, she did not want to die.

"Youwereasuicida fool, Adrian," she said, as he listened somewhere, helplesdy. ™Y ou never knew
what you really wanted. Y ou were clever, Adrian, but you were weak. Weak where it really mattered.
Anger isnot strength. Egotism is not strength. Strength liesin knowing who you are. | know who | am,
Adrian. | am what you were dways meant to be."



She chuckled. "Y ou wanted to die. That doesn't surprise me. Y ou were always self-destructive.
Wi, you're going to get your wish, though not quite in the manner you intended. I'm afraid that | do not
share your sense of thegter. Y ou see, | intend to survive thislittle episode. Y ou, on the other hand, will
die. You will have made your grand and final gesture, so in away, it will al end more or lessasyou had
planned.”

Taylor battled hisway back to the surface. AlImost a once, hisface became flushed with
perspiration, hisbreath cameinirregular gasps.

"Control, control," he said through gritted teeth. "Don't lose it now, not yet, stay in control—"

Hewasinterrupted by athroaty, rippling, feminine laugh that burst forth from hislips even asthe
upper half of hisface remained twisted in a concentrated frown, eyes staring wildly, beginning to glaze.

"No! No!"

"Weve reached the paace, Milady," said the coachman, opening the door.

"Thank you, Maurice," she sad, swestly. "Will you assst me?"

14

As D'Artagnan started on hisjourney back to Paris, atrip he would make at breakneck speed in just
over twelve hours, word was passed quickly among the TIA agents, with mixed efficiency. The operation
which, up until that point, had gone off like clockwork began to fall apart.

The suddenly disorganized agents had to move quickly, since Taylor's hand had been forced and
there was now no way of telling where he would strike or a whom. There was no time for detailed
planning and coordination. There was little opportunity to check new, unsurveyed destination settings
programmed hastily into the chronoplates. Asaresult, there was agreet dedl of confusion and there were
Severa casudties.

One agent, clocked out to cover Aramis, had the misfortune to arrive in the middle of the English
Channd. He dso had the misfortune of not being a strong swimmer.

Another agent, assigned to Porthos, clocked in much closer to his destination than he had intended,
appearing insde the musketeer'sroom at atavern in Beauvais. The wounded mus-keteer, who had been
recovering at the innkeeper's expense by consuming massive quantities of food and drink and refusing to
pay for same, turned over in his bed and saw what appeared to be an armed man about to attack himin
his room. Thinking that the innkeeper had hired someone to exact payment in a pound or two of flesh,
Porthos grabbed his pistols off the table by his bed and shot the man to death.

Two of the men departing to look after Athos never arrived. A too hastily programmed chronoplate
consigned them to the limbo that soldiers of the Tempora Corps had named "the dead zone." Trapped
somewhere in nonspecific time, they would, theoreticaly, continue to exist, but no one could say exactly
where or in what form.

Severd of the agents, clocking out from different points, tried to arrive in the safehouse in the Rue
Servadoni in the same place, a the same time. The agent that Cobra had sta-tioned there watched in
horror as the shapeless mass of flesh that materidized before him briefly became awrithing grotesquerie
of thrashing arms and legs that flopped spastically on the floor, making a sound that no human ear should
ever be subjected to. It died in seconds and was quickly clocked out to a prehistoric time, whereits
bones would be picked clean by reptilian scavengers.

Lucas and Andre both had aclose call. They had tried for the vicinity of the palace and they
materialized in the middle of the street outside the Louvre, in a pot where, scant seconds later, acarriage
driven by ateam of horses wasto pass. No sooner had they materialized than Lucas, reacting quickly to
the sound of thundering hooves amost on top of them, pushed Andre to one side and then threw himself
in the oppo-site direction. The carriage hurtled by them and they missed being run down by inches. The
coachman was a bit shaken. He had been directed to drive full speed toward the palace, not awise thing
to do in the Streets of Parisat that hour, and he had been watching very carefully to avoid running
anybody down. It was amystery to him where those two people had come from. Suddenly, they were



smply there. There had been no way to avoid them. Had they not jumped out of the way, they would
surely have been serioudy injured, if not killed. He would have had to stop. It would have meant
disobeying the ingtructions of Milady, but he would have had to stop. Asit was, he glanced quickly over
his shoulder, saw that the two pedestrians appeared to be unharmed, hastily crossed himself, said asilent
prayer of thanks, and turned into the gateway to the palace.

"Maurice," hetold himsdlf, "it's past time that you retired to the country and became afarmer.”

Lucas and Andre picked themselves up and dusted them-selves off.

"I will never grow accustomed to this method of travel,” Andre said, taking adeep breeth. "Beit
magic, beit science, | carenot. Itisunnatura.”

"That'strue," said Lucas. "However, you will find that in my time, it isquite naturd to live with the
unnatural. We cdl it progress.”

"Well, a any rate, we gppear to have arrived safely,” Andre said. "What happens now?"

"Ever break into apaace?' Lucassaid.

"Not one such asthis," said Andre, "and not without armor.”

"Thiswon't be quite as dlaborate asasiege,” said Lucas, "but we will be wearing armor, in asense.”
Heindicated agroup of four of the cardind's guards who had just |eft by the main gate. "1 think that out
of thefour of them, we should be able to find two uniformsthat we can fit into."

Andre grinned. "Y ou think they will mind lending usther clothing?'

"Well, why don't we go ask them?' Lucas sad.

Finn and Cobra, accompanied by one other agent, ran asfast asthey could toward the Louvre. They
had been forced to leave the luckless agent Jaguar behind them in the aley by Moreau's. Hisleg had
broken in hisfdl and there was no time to waste on tending to him. Besides, Cobrawas feding far from
charitable. The three of them reached a smdll gate a the Side of the palace, in the Rue de PEchdlle.
Cobra asked for Germain and, when he arrived, he said the words, "Tours and Bruxelles." Germain
nodded. "How may | serve you, Monsieur?' "We must see Constance Bonacieux at once,” said Cobra
"It isamatter of life and death." " Say no more, Monsieur. Please follow me." Germain took them into the
palace, through a series of back corridors and several secret passages until they arrived just in-side the
doorway of the outermost chambers of the queen's gpartments.

"Please wait here" Germain said. "And pray, be slent. There are guards stationed just outside this
door."

Heleft them done for afew minutes which seemed like hours and, findly, the doors on the far side of
the room were opened and Constance Bonacieux, aias agent Sparrow, entered. Upon seeing Cobra, her
eyes widened and she beck-oned them to her urgently, holding afinger to her lips.

She admitted them into the next room, shut the door, and immediately turned to them, an expresson
of darm upon her face.

"What isit? What's happened?' she said, anxioudly.

"It'shit thefan," said Cobra. "We made our move, but Taylor got away. We figure he had his plate
preset with the coordinates for another hideout, just in case. He wasn't taking any chances. He's
probably on hisway here right now, if he hasn't dready arrived.”

"Here! The pdace?’

Cobra nodded. "Histarget's here. It could be the queen, it could be Louis, it could be Richelieu, or it
could bedl three"

"My God," she said. "What do you want meto do?'

"Y ou have your laser?'

"I'vegot it hiddenin my room,” shesaid.

"Get it. And don't |et the queen out of your sight. If you see Milady, don't even hesitate. Waste her."

She nodded. "What are you going to do?'

"Weve got to get next to the king and Richelieu some-how," said Cobra. "Got any ideas?’

She thought a moment. "I've discovered a secret passage-way that leads from the queen's
bedchamber to theking's. It seemsthat there's never been much trust in royd relation-ships. But the



queenisin her bedroom now."

"Can you get her out for a couple of minutes?!

"I'll think of something,” she said. "But | have no idea how you can get to the cardina without being
challenged in the halls. There are guards Stationed outside the queen's chambers.”

Cobra pursed hislips, thoughtfully. "All right. Get usin that passageway and well just haveto
improvise from there. Remember, don't et the queen out of your sight, no matter what. Now think up
some excuse to get Anne out of her bed-room, quickly.”

Lucas and Andre, dressed in ill-fitting uniforms of the car-dind’s guard, entered the main gate. Two
of the four guards they had attacked lay tied up and unconsciousin anearby dley. The other two had
both been wounded, although not fataly, and they were also bound and gagged with torn strips of
clothing and ignominioudy covered over with refuse. If they survived therats, they would come out of it
with nothing but their dignity impaired.

"What do we say if we are stopped?' said Andre.

"We bluff our way through,” said Lucas. "I'm wearing the uniform of acaptain of the guard. | don't
even remotely resemble the man to whom this uniform belongs, but if we both act as though we know
what we're doing, we just might get away withiit."

"Andif wedo not?'

"Then do everything you can to avoid killing anybody. If we haveto fight our way in, use the laser
and am for the ex-tremities.”

"What do we do once wereingde?!

"We've got to get to Richelieu. We have to make sure that he never takes delivery of those two
suds”

"Suppose he dready hasthem?' Andre said.

"Then wéll haveto find away to get them away from him,” said Lucas.

"Onething occursto me," said Andre. "What if the two studsthat the cardind isto receive from
Taylor are, infact, genuine and it istwo of the studs upon the ribbon that D'Artagnan is bringing back that
arethefase ones?’

"I'vethought of that," said Lucas. "But it would have taken too much time to examinethemin
London. We would have had to find some pretext to get them from D'Artagnan and he would not have
parted with them easily. Besides, | think that Taylor would rather arrange things so that he can be sure
that hisfake studs get into theright hands. I'm betting on it. If I'm wrong, then D'Artagnan still won't bein
Parisfor sometime yet. Hell be ddlivering the diamond studs to Constance, and Constanceis an agent
forthe TIA."

"Y ou have thought it out quitewdl," said Andre.

"l sure ashell hope s0," Lucas said. "But we're not out of the woods yet."

"What are these two studs that they are so dangerous?’ said Andre.

"l can't besure,” Lucassaid, "but | think they're some-thing quite old-fashioned. | think that they're
bombs™

There was a soft knocking at the door and Cardina Richdieu said, "Comein."

The Count de Rochefort entered. "Milady de Winter, Y our Eminence.”

Richdieu smiled. "We have dispensed with secret rendez-vous, | see. | find that most convenient.
Show Milady in."

"Y our Eminence," de Rochefort said, inclining hishead in arespectful bow and backing out the door.
A moment later, Milady entered.

"Ah, Countess," Richdlieu said, rising to hisfeet. "How good of you to cometo medirectly, for a
change. | was grow-ing weary of our elaborate precautions. Am | to take it that our business has been
concluded successfully?”

Casudly, asif it were an afterthought, the cardinal held out his hand, palm down, to Milady. She
bowed low and kissed hisring.



"I no longer have need for stedlth, Y our Eminence,” she said, "since | now possess a carte blanche
from yoursdlf that grants meimmunity from virtualy anything."

Richelieu smiled. "Yes, | can see where that would be a useful thing to have. However, take care that
you do not abuse it. What was granted can just as easily be rescinded. Have you obtained those items
which we spoke about?'

"I have, Y our Eminence," Milady said. She handed him asmall golden jewel box.

Richelieu took the box from her and opened it. Insde, resting on a cushion of mauve velvet, were
two diamond studs.

"Excdlent,” hesaid. "l trust that you were not overly in-convenienced to obtain them?”

Milady smiled her dazzling smile. "It was my pleasure, Y our Eminence.”

"I'm certain that it was," said Richelieu. "Y ou have done very well, Milady." He crossed the room and
opened adrawer in hisdesk, removing from it aweighty purse. "Y ou have done France agreat service,”
he said. "Please take this on ac-count. Come back and see me again after the ball and we shall discuss
this matter further.”

"Y ou are most generous, Y our Eminence. | am aways glad to be of service."

"The Count de Rochefort will see you to your carriage,” Richelieu said.

"Oh, please, do not trouble the count, Y our Eminence,” said Milady. "I have found that | quite enjoy
being ableto go where | please these days, now that | have your officid passto grant me safe conduct.”

Richdieu chuckled. "Asyou wish, Milady, dthough | think the Count de Rochefort will be sorely
disappointed.”

In the corridor, she flashed Richelieu's carte blanche at the guards and was alowed to pass without
even being ques-tioned.

"You see, Adrian, how easy it dl is?' she said. Shefdt the little tranamitter hidden intheinsde
pocket of her cloak. "Richelieu isas good as dead. Now al we haveto do is see to the king and queen.
Firg, Anne. Then, Richelieu goesto serve God in His own kingdom. The blast should draw everyoneto
that end of the palace and they won't discover Anne's body for hours, which will alow me plenty of time
to attend to Louis. It will dl happen very quickly and efficiently and then, Adrian, you can rest. In peace.”

She turned into the corridor that led to the queen's chambers. Again, abrief display of Richelieu's
signature and the added words, "An urgent message for Her Mgesty,” were dl that was needed to get
her past the guards. She knocked upon the door of the queen's outer chambers and was greeted by the
queen'svdet, Germain.

"I must see the queen at once," shesad. "Tdl Her Mgesty that Countess de Winter has arrived with
an urgent message from abroad.”

Germain admitted her into the outer chamber, standing asideto let her pass and then closing the door
behind her.

"Wait here, please, Milady. | will announceyou."

The moment Germain turned his back on her, Milady legpt upon him with aknife.

They found the little peephole in the pand and looked through. They were greeted by the sight of
King Louiss nude pogterior. His Mg esty was making preparations for the grand ball and he was
surrounded by attendants, each holding up aluxurious garment for hisingpection. However, at the
mo-ment, the king was not paying attention to any of the items of clothing being offered for his perusal.
He was otherwise engaged. Standing regally before afull-length mirror and wearing nothing but a pair of
high-hedled red velvet shoeswith golden buckles and a scarlet silk garter around hisleft thigh, the king
was examining hisreflection with open admiration, turning first dightly to theleft, then dightly to the right.
He was as pae as a corpse and he had further exaggerated hisroya palor by liberdly dusting himself
with powder.

"| fee like adamn pervert,” said Delaney, pulling back from the peepholeto let Cobra have alook.
The agent put his eye to the peephole and remained there, saying nothing.

"Look, I'll tell you what," said Finn. "One of us has got to find away to get to Richdieu. You stay
here and cover the king. I'll go back and figure out away to get past those guards outside the queen's



chambers. I'll seeif | can't get Sparrow to distract them. Okay?"

Cobradid not reply, being intent upon observing Louis.

Finn nudged him. "Y ou hear whet | said?"

"Yeah," said Cobra. "'l never saw anyone put a beauty mark there before.” Helooked away from the
peephole. "Try to get through to the cardina's chambersif you can. Don't kill anyone unlessyou
absolutely haveto.”

"I've done this sort of thing before, you know," said Finn.

"Sorry. | guess|I'mjust on edge. Good luck, Delaney."

"Sameto you."

Finn moved quickly back down the passageway, heading toward the queen's bedroom. Anne was
sested at her writing table, with " Constance” by her sde. The queen waswringing her hands and working
hersdf up into an agitated Sate.

"Oh, Constance, Constance, | was such a fool" shewas saying, as Finn put his eye to the peephole.
He saw that the queen's back wasto the pand behind which he stood. If he opened it acrack, he might
be able to attract Sparrow's atten-tion and signal her to get the queen out of the way for amo-ment or
two.

"Bedtrong, Your Mgesty," said Sparrow. "Have faith, D'Artagnan will return with the diamond
suds, I'm sureof it."

"But suppose that he does not return,” the queen said, "or suppose that he does not return in time?
Richelieu knows everything! Think of al the obstacles he must have set in your Gascon's path! The
cardind isout to ruin me! Oh, how | despise that man!™

Finn eased the panel open just a crack and tried to catch Sparrow's eye. The queen was only yards
away from him, so he could not risk making any noise. He could only hope that the agent would glancein
hisdirection. As he stuck hishead out, the door to the queen's bedroom opened and Germain stumbled
in.

"Germain!" said Congtance, ""how dare you enter without knocking! Y ou know that the—"

Germain fell face down upon the floor. A dagger protruded from between his shoulder blades. Anne
let out a shriek and fainted. Sparrow bolted through the door. Finn opened the panel and barreled out
into the room, following hard on Spar-row's hedls.

As Milady plunged the dagger into Germain's back, Taylor seized control. Furioudy, Milady tried to
subdue him and, for amoment, they were at an impasse, each persondity strug-gling to dominate the
other.

Germain sank to hisknees, hands clawing for the dagger in hisback. He could not reach it. He
glanced over his shoulder and saw Milady standing there, rooted to the spot, eyes glazed over, shaking
asif with St. Vituss dance. He crawled forward on his hands and knees, trying to cry out, to cal the
guards, but al that would escape hislips was astrangled gasping for breath. He struggled to his fest,
backing away from Milady, who stood there quivering, seemingly entranced, her fingers hooked like the
talons of some predatory bird, clutching at the air. It took hislast ounce of strength to reach the queen's
bedroom door. As Germain opened it, he died.

Taylor sood in the center of the room, drenched in perspira-tion, breathing heavily. He was dizzy
and his head felt as though it had been squeezed in avice, but he had won. His hands were shaking and
he fought to calm himself, to steady his frazzled nerves. He took a deep breath and reached into the
pocket of hiscloak for the transmitter that would trigger thetiny, but immensely powerful, explosve
charges hidden within the synthetic diamond studs now in the cardind’s possession. It wasn't even
necessary for them to be on his per-son. The blast would take out the entire wing of—

The door flew open and ayoung woman burst into the room, holding alaser in her hand. Asshe
fired, Taylor threw himself to one side. Thetiny tranamitter fell to thefloor. As shefired asecond time,
Taylor rolled and pulled out his own laser and shot Sparrow, who never had a chanceto fireathird time.
Finn threw open the door. Taylor raised hisweapon and fired again, but Finn ducked back out of the



way in the nick of time and the deadly beam passed by him. Sparrow crawled forward, reaching for the
transmitter. Her hand closed around it.

"Guardd" shouted Taylor, getting quickly to hisfeet. "Guards!”

The two men stationed outside the queen's chambers responded immediately and rushed in. AsFinn
glanced out from behind the door, hoping to get off ashot, Taylor quickly pointed at him and said, "An
assassin! Savethe queen!™

The guards drew their rapiers and ran forward as Delaney dammed the door, cursing. Asthe guards
pounded at the door, Taylor moved toward Sparrow, who had died clutching the transmitter in her hand.
As he started to bend over, he felt Milady surfacing within him once again. He froze, doubled over, trying
to force her down, to stay in contral.

"Run, Adrian," shesaid. "Run, save yourself!"

"No!"

"Run, | said!"

The door flew open and one of the guards was knocked off hisfeet as Delaney engaged the other
with hisrapier, dill holding hislaser in his other hand and trying to get off ashot at Taylor.

Milady ran.

Finn fired, but missed Taylor and got the guard who was getting back up off the floor. The other
guard froze at the sight of the laser beam and Finn took advantage of his aston-ishment to smash the
handguard of hisrapier into the man'sface. The guard crumpled to thefloor.

Heran to Sparrow's Side, saw that she was dead, then noticed the tiny box she clutched in her hand.
He pried her fingers away from it and carefully put it in his pocket, then ran after Taylor.

As sheran down the corridor, Milady kept glancing over her shoulder. She was aimost to the end of
the corridor when she looked back and saw Delaney coming after her. She stopped, raised her weapon,
and fired wildly. Delaney dropped to the floor and rolled, but as he raised his own weapon, Milady
turned the corner—

—and ran right into Lucas Priest. They both fell to the floor and Milady lost her grip upon her laser.
Seeing her drop the weapon, Andre was on her in an instant. For amoment, they rolled around, thrashing
likewrestlers as Milady screamed hystericaly, raking Andre's face with her fingernails, going for the
eyes. Andre grabbed afistful of her hair and dammed her head against the floor, once, twice, threetimes.
Milady went limp and Andre quickly patted her down, searching for other weapons.

Finn arrived upon the scene to see L ucas standing over Andre, holding both hisand Milady's
weapons as Andre searched her.

"Dead?' hesad.

"Alive" said Lucas, "but out cold. Werewein time?"

Finn took a deep breath. "Just barely,” he said. He looked up. "Weve got company.”

Guards were running toward them from both ends of the hall, rapiers drawn.

"I left one guard dead back there and one unconscious. If he comesto, were going to bein alot of
trouble”

"Perhaps not," said Andre, rising to her feet. She held apiece of paper in her hand.

Asthe cardina’s guards ran up, Lucas quickly hid the lasers and drew hisrapier. "We're going to
have to bluff our way through,” he said.

"What isthis? What's going on?' said alieutenant in the cardind's guard, arriving at the head of a
group of five men. They were joined at once by six other guards who had come running from the
opposite end of the hall. They were sur-rounded. The lieutenant glanced at L ucas, frowning. "Cap-tain?'
hesad. "Do | know—"

"It'sdl right," said Andre, gpproaching him. "These men are with me."

Finn and L ucas exchanged quick, uneasy glances.

"And who are you? What have you done with thiswoman? Speak and be quick about it!"

"Thiswoman isan English spy,” said Andre. "Thisman," sheindicated Finn, "isan agent of the
cardina who has been working with usto unmask her. Thiswill explain,” she said, handing the paper to
the officer.



The lieutenant opened the paper and read aloud, "It is by my order that the bearer of this paper has
done what has been done. Richdieu.”

Finn quickly picked up his cue. "These two officers had ar-rested this spy and were conducting her
to the Badtille when she tried to escape. Asyou can see by thisman'sface,”" he in-dicated Andre's
scratches, "she became very violent and had to be subdued.”

"Wewill take charge of her now, Lieutenant,” Lucas said. "Y ou and your men are to be commended
for being so aert and responding so quickly. | will be sureto tell the cardina. What is your name?"

"Lieutenant Berngoux."

"Good work, Berngjoux. | will include your name in my report to the cardind. This could mean a
promation for you."

"Thank you, Captain! Thank you very much, indeed!"

"Don't mention it. Y ou're agood man. And now that you and your men have helped usto get things
under control, we can go about our business with our prisoner and you can return to your posts.”

"Yes, dr!" The lieutenant looked around at the other guards. "Wel?Y ou heard the captain. Weve
got matterswell in hand. Go back to your posts!”

The lieutenant saluted L ucas, turned smartly on hished, and marched off with the other guards.

"That was pretty quick thinking," Finn said to Andre.

She grinned. "With you two, one learnsto think quickly." She tapped the paper that Berngoux had
handed back to her. "This helped agreet dedl. | will never regret having learned to read and | am thankful
that Reese Hunter took so much trou-ble in furthering my education to prepare mefor thistime. 1 will
misshim."

"Sowill we" said Lucas, remembering how Hunter had saved their lives on their last misson. And
now, through Andre, he had hel ped them once again.

Finn picked up the unconscious Milady. "I think we'd bet-ter get while the going isgood,” he said.

"I'mwith you," said Lucas. "Let's head back to the safehouse. We can commandeer acarriage.”

Asthey started walking down the hall, Finn, carrying Taylor in hisarms, chuckled.

"l just remembered something,” he said. "'l left Cobrain a secret passageway, watching the king
preen bareass before hismirror.”

"Getting him out might proveto be aproblem,” Lucas sad.

"Y eah, hisproblem,” said Delaney. "I think well just let him swest it out.”

EPILOGUE

It felt good to be back in the comfortable green trangit fatigues and relaxing in the Firgt Division
lounge a TAC-HQ. Mgjor Forrester was buying, but he did not insist upon their drinking Red Eye, so
Finn and Lucas were sipping Irish whiskey and Andre was having her first taste of unblended Scotch.
She was still numb from future shock and she couldn't tear her eyes away from the huge window that
looked out over the Departure Station. Everything that she had seen so far ex-ceeded her wildest
expectations. Shefdt very smdl and in-significant.

"Cobragot out that night," Finn was saying. ""Fortunately, he still had a comset on him, so they were
ableto contact him from the safehouse and tell him that it was all over; otherwise, who knows how long
he might've been there." Delaney chuckled. "He waited until Anne was adeep. After seeing what had
happened to Germain, the poor woman was up haf the night. The palace must have been aregular circus
after we # left. Anyway, Cobrawaited until the queen fell adeep, and then he snuck out and stole some
of her clothes, bundled himsdf up in one of her traveling cloaks, and got out of the palace passng asa
lady inwaiting." Finnlaughed. "He's got initiative, I'll say that much for him.”

"What happened to Taylor?' said Forrester.

"Sad case," said Lucas. "When he cameto, or rather, when she cameto, she denied knowing
anything about anyone named Adrian Taylor. We didn't believeit at firg, but it wasn't long before it
became obviousthat Taylor had com-pletely logt his... her mind. Sheredly bdieved that she wasthe



Countess de Winter."

"Which gave Cobrathe ideato dispense some Draconian justice," Finn said. "When D'Artagnan
made it back in time to ddliver the diamond studs to the queen so that she could wear them to the ball,
Richelieu was forced to make agesture and give her Taylor's two synthetic studs as a present, in addition
to the twelve studs she dready owned. Those explosives might have been harmless without the
transmitter to trigger them, but Cobra sent afemale agent in to join the queen's handmaidens and stedl
them. Probably a good thing, they would have made ahell of abang if they ever went off.

"Sparrow was dead, of course, and unfortunately that meant that the TIA had to kill the real
Constance Bonacieux, who would have been murdered by the real Milady in any case. Cobrasaid that
shedied painlesdy while unconscious, but just the same, it was amessy business." Finn sighed and took a
long drink. "In away, Cobrafollowed the origina scenario. He had usturn Milady over to the
musketeers.”

"They took her to Lille," said Lucas, "where Athos had been the Count de |a Fere before he joined
the musketeers and the real Milady, Charlotte Backson, had once been his countess. We took part in her
trid, for the murder of Constance Bonacieux, among other things, and she was predict-ably found guilty.
Athosturned her over to the executioner of Lille and had her beheaded. She believed she was Milady
right up to the very end.”

"After that," said Finn, "dl that remained wasto tie up some loose ends, not the least of which was
clocking ahead afew years and dtering the memoirs of M. D'Artagnan to make certain changes and
delete any referencesto a couple of soldiers of fortune named Francois D'Laine and Alexandre Dumeas.
Inaway, I'm sorry about that. | wonder how Dumaswould have felt if he had seen his own name
mentioned in D'Artagnan's memoirs?'

Forrester nodded. "Well, it wasaclose cdll," he said, "but you pulled it off. There will haveto be
some ongoing adjustment monitoring, but you've done your job. | think you can expect another
promoation, Priest, and as for you, Delaney, I'm sure you'll be happy to know that the review board took
your performance on the mission into consideration and they dropped the charges against you. The
officer concerned lodged aformal protest which will go on your record, I'm afraid, but then, considering
what your record lookslike, I don't think that one more breach of discipline will make much difference.
Congrauleaions.

"Thank you, Sr."

"What isto become of me?' said Andre, hesitantly.

Forrester glanced at her and smiled. "Well, | understand you desire an implant. Under the
circumstances, | think that'sagood idea. Y ou've held up pretty well, considering, but you're liable to
break down from sensory overload if we don't do something about it fast. However, implant education is
very expensve.”

Andre licked her lips and looked from Forrester to Lucas, to Finn and back to Forrester. "1 have no
money," she said, softly.

Forrester grinned. "That's okay. Soldiers get them free. Welcome to the Tempora Corps.”



