ereads
www.ereads.com

Copyright ©1991 by Robert Metzger

NOTICE: Thiswork is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of thiswork or
distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper
print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe
fines or imprisonment.

CONTENTS:
Prologue

CHAPTER 1
Welcome

CHAPTER 2

Tom

CHAPTER 3

Robin and the Fair Joan
CHAPTER 4

Cardina Bonaparte
CHAPTERS

Joe Average and Vlad Junior
CHAPTER 6

Anng, Jesus Chrigt, and Sir Basll
CHAPTER 7

Escape

CHAPTER 8

Tartan the Barbarian
CHAPTER 9

Revenge

CHAPTER 10

The King and Necro Ned
CHAPTER 11

God, the Supreme and Loki Too
CHAPTER 12

On the Threshold of Hell
CHAPTER 13
Memories of Hdll
CHAPTER 14

Behind the Mask
CHAPTER 15

Colin Wood
CHAPTER 16

The Pearly Gates
CHAPTER 17

Colin dunior in Bruinland
CHAPTER 18

Truth and Consegquences
CHAPTER 19

Full Cirde
CHAPTER 20



Next Day

Tomy family

| would like to acknowledge both Charlie Ryan and Richard Curtis who gave a new writer a chance, and
Andre Norton and Robert Heinlein who opened up aten-year-old'simagination.

Prologue
Dummar Aircraft Co, Research Lab Mdibu, Cdifornia

July 10, 1990—Tuesday, 8:29 A.M. Wa nut Conference Room

Opening the conference room door and stepping in from the fluorescent brightness of the halway, |
walked into the shadow-filled room. Running my hand along thewall | flicked on the lights and walked
directly over to the room's bay window. Perched high in the hills, the lab had an unbroken view of ten
miles of Californiacoastline. Breskersrolled in, crashing againgt the seawall that protected the
multi-million-dollar beach homes of the Maibu Colony. Far out beyond the white water, out where the
sea glimmered gold and orange, one lone surfer bobbed in the swell.

Ting ting...

| flicked off my watch's alarm and tossed the folder that had been tucked under my arm onto the
conference room'stable. It did severd feet before coming to rest on the high-gloss lacquer surface. The
Silicon Integrated Circuits lab status meeting was permanently fixed in time and space: dwaysheld in the
Walnut Conference Room and aways caled for eight-thirty on a Tuesday morning. Same station, same
time, and unfortunately usudly the same, meaningless problems discussed.

Sitting, | switched on the overhead projector that was sunk into the tabletop. Behind me, a projector
screen dropped from the celling and covered the bay window. | dipped my first trangparency onto the
overhead, looked over my shoulder, and twiddled with the focus knob until | got some minimal level of
crispness. Leaning back in the Naugahyde chair, | propped my feet up onto the corner of the table. Since
I'd never been able to start the meeting before eight-forty, | had at least eight minutesto kill. | stared at
my feet.

My brown leather wingtips looked like shit. I'd bought them over three years ago when | had first gotten
thisjob, wore them every day to work, and had never bothered to shine them—not once. Shining shoes
was awaste of time. It didn't get one more circuit pushed through the lab or asingle line completed for a
Journal of Applied Physics paper. Normally | would not even waste the time considering the state of
my shoes, but they had degraded to such an extent that it was obvious that their days were numbered.
Thefact that agreat dedl of the stitching no longer seemed to remain, and that my brown socks poked
through between leather uppers and plastic soles, implied that they were on the verge of tota
disintegration. That mattered. My only other shoeswere apair of currently gray, but at one timewhite,
tennis shoes. If | wore those to work 1'd offend the sengibilities of the three-piece-suit crowd. In the good
old days, before | had been put in charge of the Integrated Circuitslab, | would have smply considered
that an added bonus. But no longer. | had become poaliticaly astute. When | pitched a program to the
auits, or needed more handsin the lab, things like footwear, color-coordinated ties, and buttoned-down
collars, seemed to mean more to the bean-counters that ran this company than the actua technical
content of my request. There was no escaping it, I'd have to get anew pair of shoes. Animagefilled my
head. | saw mysdlf squirming through amall, choked full of people who were incapable of taking more



than two shuffling steps forward without halting directly in my path, or even worse, pinning me up against
the window of afrozen yogurt parlor, holding me captive, and then exposing meto detailed discussons
that revolved around the merits of pink versus purple hair, or the grim details of stuffing aforty-two-inch
assinto athirty-six-inch pair of jeans. My stomach tightened in aknot. Suddenly my shoes didn't look
quite so disgusting. With alittle luck, | could probably get another few weeks out of them. Maybe, just
maybe.

The conference room door snapped open and images of fat asses, new wingtips, and frozen yogurt on a
gtick vanished. Kent Cooper lurched in. He held a styrofoam cup in each hand. Half faling and haf
gtting, he seemed to collapsein achair a the far end of the table. He blew on one of his coffees and then
took aquick sp. He grimaced and his eyes narrowed to dits. Apparently the cafeteriawas maintaining its
highleve of culinary excdlence.

Helooked like hell, and | doubted that even two cups worth of caffeine would make any red difference.
His new baby had been home for dmost amonth now, and judging by his appearance his body had not
yet adjusted to that organic darm clock firing at not quite periodic two-hour intervals.

“Morning,” he said to me, grinning as he dwaysdid.

| just grinned back at him. In many ways| found him quite remarkable, but on mornings when helooked
likethis| wasin flat-out awe of him. He and hiswife had survived two years with their first kid and,
apparently having so enjoyed the pain, suffering, and deep-deprivation associated with the process, had
opted for asecond. It was just one of the many amazing facets of his masochistic personality.

“Tubethree has acrack inits hydrogen injector, and | had to kill it last night,” | said by way of casua
conversation.

He nodded, but didn't look up. He seemed to be intently studying something floating in one of his coffees.
So | |eft him aone and let him contemplate whatever it was he saw in his coffee.

| could suddenly hear an argument in the halway.

The door eased open, then closed without anybody's having entered. It opened again and aleg popped
in, but abody didn't follow. | recognized that perfectly polished penny loafer digging into the shag carpet.
| shook my heed, trying to rattle my brain. | seemed to be suffering from a shoe fetish today.

“If | don't get twenty gallons per minute of deionized water flow through those back hoods, well be
eating silicon waferslike they were potato chips,” said Jack Behnke as he hung out into the hallway.
“And those chips go for eight bucks a pop.”

“Haveto redesign everything to do that,” said some distant voice.

“Not my problem,” said Behnke, sounding somewhat happy about the pain he wasinflicting. “I speced
the requirements, and you guys signed up for it.”

“We're out of money,” said the distant voice, now starting to sound panicked.

| laughed quietly to myself, Behnke was obvioudy taking to someone from plant facilities. It wasthe one
department a Mdibu that seemed to have the unique ability to not only spend al their allocated funds
before ajob was completed, but on many occasions the money would evaporate to nothing before they
had so much aslaid asingle length of pipe, or even opened up atool box.

“It hasto be completed before first shift tomorrow morning,” said Behnke. Hewalked quickly into the
conference room and dammed the door behind him before anyone could tell him why that request was



impossible to meet. Jogging around the end of the table, he jumped into a chair next to Cooper. Hisknit
tie flew up and disappeared over his shoulder. “ That entire department is brain-dead,” he said ashe
smiled. Behnke possessed a dazzling set of white teeth. Thetips of his over-large canines seemed to
twinkle. | think histeeth maintained their high luster because of the large number of assesthat he
continualy chewed on.

The door banged open.

| glanced up at the clock. It was eight-forty.
Behnke shut up.

Techsand therest of the staff engineerswalked in.

| gave Behnke asmilethat he returned. Cooper, Behnke, and mysalf were ateam. Between us we could
say anything, and most often did. But it never went beyond us. The environment & Dummar wasfar too
politica for looselips.

“I want to be out of here by nine,” | said as people dowly found their seats. In actudity, | would have
liked to have never been here a al. Nothing was ever redlly accomplished in ameeting. Thered
decisons were made while scurrying down a hallway or while standing captive with asection head in
front of aurina. But management was of the mindset that progress and output had adirect correlation
with the number of meetings held. Actually, | tended to agree with that. But where they saw a positive
correlation | saw anegative one. But mine was not to reason why, mine was but to work and die.

Severa had not yet seated themsalves, but | wasn't about to waste any more time. Pulling apen from my
top pocket, | pointed at thefirst line on my overhead transparency.

“I want to prioritize the circuit lots that are about to hit the nitride deposition tube, so we can open atime
dot to takeit down for cleaning. It'sflaking so badly now that it's going to Start affecting chip yields.”

| looked up, getting ready for the barrage | knew was about to come. Everyone was going to demand
that their project deserved Number One Priority.

Nobody spoke.
Nobody moved.

The room had suddenly taken on asick green tint, and something buzzed in my ears. | didn't seemto be
breathing.

| tried to speak, but my lipswouldn't move.

| didn't have long to consider the strangeness of dl this. The room went black.
And | knew what'd happened.

Therewasn't the dightest doubt in my mind.

| had just dropped dead at the start of the elght-thirty Tuesday Silicon Integrated Circuits mesting.
Unbdlievable. Deaths in the workplace always peak on Monday mornings and Thursday afternoons. That
wasascientific fact.

| had no right to be dying on a Tuesday morning.



CHAPTER 1
Wecome

| wondered what had gotten me. Thirty-four-year-olds who didn't smoke or drink weren't supposed to
drop dead. My heart was good, and my blood pressure a respectable 78/115. | shouldn't have died, and
especidly not on a Tuesday. | didn't even have awill. But of course, it wasn't asif | had actually needed
one. There hadn't been anyoneto leave anything to. My folks had died amost fifteen years earlier when a
drunk in aCadillac, who couldn't tdll right from left, had made it dmost amile on thewrong sde of the
Santa Monica Freeway before he caught my parents' little Toyota head-on. There were no relatives. |
was sngle, and didn't really have what one could call friends. | had acquaintances, peopleto say hello to
while racing down the halway, or someone to share a cafeteria bench with while trying to down a
greaseburger and a Coke.

There wasn't anyone crying at my tombstone. Hell, | doubted that there even was atombstone. | was
probably planted in the far corner of aten-acre patch of green in some place like Van Nuys or Mission
Hills. I'd be right out there at the intersection of row 876 and column 239. Beneath smoggy skies, and
within earshot of afreaway, alittle brass marker in the overgrown grass would mark my eternal resting
Soot:
JOHN SMITH
BORN MAY 21, 1956
DIED JULY 10, 1990

My estate, including the life insurance that the company inssted | carry, was probably worth a couple of
hundred grand. Every last dime of that would go to the State. My legacy to mankind would probably be
the funding of twenty yards of sewer line on the outskirts of Barstow. Thousands would be indebted to
me whenever they flushed.

| coughed.
My lungswere congested, full of liquid.

Very strange. Dead men shouldn't be coughing, and they certainly shouldn't be worrying about
congested lungs. My head pounded asif I'd just caught a speeding two-by-four above the eyes. | felt
feverish and my jointsthrobbed. It felt an awful lot like theflu.

Flu?

Being dead was certainly bad enough, but to aso be subjected to the flu was adding insult to injury. My
throat was dry, and | couldn't swallow past what felt like some large glob of mucus. What | redly needed
was adrink of water. A beer would have gone down just greet.

| opened my eyes.

| was seated in a soft chair, with my elbows propped up on the table in front of me. | wasinaroomin
which the walls were covered with walnut pandling. A menta clutch, buried somewhere degp beneath my
frontal lobes, popped into first gear.

| was in the Walnut Conference Room.
| was not dead.

My jointswere on fire. Bending forward, | let my head rest against the tabletop. The lacquered wood felt



cool. Swest dripped down my face, gathering at the tip of my nosein largefat drops, until they fell,
gplattering into the carpet.

| wasn't dead, but | was as Sick asthe proverbia dog. Hell, any dog that felt this bad would smply have
curled up and died.

That didn't sound like such abad idea.

| must have been hit with one of those new-and-improved mutated flu strains that had floated in from
some Third World germ factory. Right now | was probably eyebdl-deep in vird nucleic acids courtesy of
Katmandu, or some damn swamp in southwest Cameroon. Coughing something up from degpin my
lungs, | doshed it around my mouth for afew seconds and then spit it out beneath the table. The janitors
would just have to earn their money thisweek.

If I had been sick enough to have passed out, it made absolutely no sensethat | was il in the Walnut
Conference Room. My comatose butt should have been hauled down to Mdibu Emergency. Right now,
some beefy nurse named Gretchen should have been sternly telling methat if | didn't quiet down and
keep the thermometer tucked under my tongue, she'd happily find another placeto tick it.

Sitting up quickly, | watched the room tilt from sideto side. | sood, and thejointsin the smdl of my
back popped. It sounded like corks exploding from champagne bottles. The conference room was
dark—much darker than when | had first awakened. | glanced up, trying to ignore the stabbing painsin
my neck. The fluorescents were dead, with one entire bank dangling down, having crashed through the
overhead grillwork. Celling tileslittered the far end of the conference room table.

Someonesassin plant facilitieswould fry for this.

Walking dowly, and taking shuffling steps so | wouldn't find myself facedown in the dusty shag carpet, |
moved toward the window.

A bloated orange sun sat on the horizon. The ocean was gray. | leaned against the window and,
shivering, listened to the buzzing insects that seemed to fill my ears. Thelast diver of sun quickly vanished
benesth the water.

| blinked, squeezing my eydidstight, trying to force my pupilsto dilate. It was dark, far too dark. Staring
down the black coastline, | couldn't see asinglelight. Those multi-million-dollar beach homes, filled with
movie starsand Vid preachers, usudly blazed asif lit with searchlights.

A power outage.

That had to beit. No power—no lights. | nodded to mysdlf, banging my head against the window. That
wasthe answer. | had the flu, and there had been some sort of monstrous power outage. | could rest
now. It al made sense. | stared out into the dark.

Think you moron!
The voice echoed in the back of my head.
The Pacific Coast Highway should be a sea of cars. Cars have headlights and taillights.

| smiled. Of course. The answer was obvious. The road must be closed. There had probably been
another damn rock didethat had shut down dl four lanes. Suddenly dl the pieces came together. There
must have been an earthquake. Just asthe flu had nailed me and | had passed out, an earthquake had hit.
It had knocked the power out and rock dides had closed the highway. It even explained the state of the



conference room.

What timing. | never got sick. But the day some killer flu snuck up on me and kicked me squarein the
ass had to be the same day that “the big one’ hit.

Carefully waking back to the table, | dropped into achair. | would wait until someone returned for me.
Wrapping my arms around my chest, and trying not to cough, | closed my eyes.

Pzzzz!

Reflexes tossed me out of the chair and threw me onto the floor. Rolling on my shoulder, and feding no
pain, | cameto my feet. My body was crouched low, my hands reaching forward, and my fingersflexing.
| felt thewall a my back.

Lightswereon.

Sparks shot out from the wiring of the dangling bank of fluorescents. The arcing and hissing wiring had
been what had startled me.

Standing, | could fed that my head was amost clear. For thefirst time since waking, | was ableto tekea
deep breath without my lungs burning. Smoke began to drift down from somewherein the celling.
Trotting over, totally amazed a how well | wasfeding, | went toward the door and ran my hand along
thewall in the direction of the light switch. If | killed the power, it might just Sop whatever was smoking
inthecaling.

The light switch by the door was gone.
Every Tuesday morning for the past three years| had flicked on that light switch.
| suddenly fdlt dizzy.

“Where's the goddamned light switch?’ | leaned against the wall, feding hot and flushed. The fever was
onmeagan.

“Light request?’ asked a swest, feminine-sounding voice.

| turned, still leaning againgt the wall. The room was empty. That wasabad sign, ahell of abad sign. |
was hearing voices.

“Light request?” asked the voice again.

| then realized that the voi ce was coming from somewhere above me. | looked up, peering through the
thickening smoke that was drifting down. A speaker grille. Someone from the Central Security Station
must have been listening in on the conference room. She might have control over the power.

“Kill thelightd” | shouted.
The room was thrown into darkness.

The door was practically at my back. Fumbling, | searched for the doorknob, grabbed it, and pushed the
door open.

| stumbled out and leaned against awall in ahalway that 1'd never seen before. Thewall a my back was
soft and warm, nothing like the hard stedl-sheet walls that should have been there.



Obvioudy, | had not been in the Wanut Conference Room. The missing light switch should have told me
that, but this flu was scrambling my brain. After | had passed out they must have taken me to some other
room.

| tared down the long halway.

The labswere not dl that large. | had never seen this halway, or come across anything that even
resembled these strange walls. | turned my head, looking down the opposite direction. It wasidentical,
and just as featureless as the other end of the halway had been.

Not quite.

Almost sunk into thewall, and colored in the same cream color, was what |ooked like a phone. Hugging
thewall, and dragging my cheek adong itswarm surface, | worked my way toward it. Grabbingit, |
popped it from thewall. A remote. No cord. | looked at it closely. No buttons, no dial, no nothing.
Desperate, | put the receiver up to my ear. It was dead. There was no dial tone—not even ahiss.

“Shit!” | said into the phone.

“No one of that nameislisted in the directory,” said the same voicethat | had heard in the conference
room. “ Areyou trying to reach an outside party?’ she asked.

| took adeep bresth, that is, as deeply as someone could breathe who felt like they had a quart of dime
filling eech lung.

“What's happened around here?’ | asked. | leaned my forehead againgt the wall and closed my eyes.
“Can you be more specific?’ she asked.

In that instant, | realized that she had to be one of the many morons from the Plant Facilities Department.
We had just had an earthquake that had probably flattened Los Angeles and she didn't seem to have
noticed it.

“The big quake,” | said cynicdly. “Can you remember back to afew hours ago, when your asswas
being bounced around your office?’

“Definebig?’ she asked.

| reopened my eyes, pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it, then pushed it back up against
the sde of my face. “Larger than 5.0 on the Richter scde,” | said with asurprising degree of camness.

“The last quake of that magnitude or larger occurred 854 days ago, measuring 5.8, and was centered on
the Paso Roblesfault.”

| just shook my head. Then | redlized that she must be in shock. A ceiling tile had probably smacked her
on the head and she was gill woozy. That had to beit. She was suffering from a concussion.

“Let me speak to someone ese,” | sad.
“Thereisnoonedse” she answered.

| was getting mad now. | needed a doctor, and didn't have time to play games with a delirious woman.
“Am | supposed to believe that thereisno one dsein thisentire building?’

“The man respongble for the reactivation of system lighting has just entered the building.”



Now | was getting somewhere. The damn building must have been evacuated and somehow, in dl the
confusion, | had gotten left behind. 1'd be tearing someone a new asshole when | found theidiot
responsible for that dipup.

“How can| get to him?’ | asked.
“Smply follow thered arrow,” she said.

Red arrow. Shewasacertifiable loon. This hallway was one unbroken, cream-colored tunnel. “What
red arrow?’ | snapped at her.

“The one below your left foot,” she said.
Likeanidiot, | looked down at my feet. Like an even bigger idiot, | lifted up my left foot.
| damn near dropped the phone.

Where my foot had just been there was now ared arrow. It was somehow benesth the floor, or possibly
even withinit. It pulsed on and off in about one-second intervals.

| fet sck. Thingsgurgled degpin my gut.

Somehow the phone was back up to my ear. “1 don't understand,” | said in an dmost inarticulate
mumble.

“When you hang up the phone the arrow will lead you to the man who hasjust entered the building. |
suggest that you do thiswhile the lights remain on. Asaresult of thelarge power drain from systems
activation earlier thisday, there has not been sufficient time to recharge. | estimate less than five minutes
of lighting remain.”

| nodded stupidly at the phone for a second, then hung it up. Theingtant it hit its cradle the arrow flitted
across the floor and pulsed its way down the hallway. It got about six feet in front of me and then halted.

| shuffled afew stepsin its direction, then stopped.
It pulsed afew more feet down the hallway, then stopped.

When | caught up with it, it made aturn at the first corridor intersection it encountered. | followed. It
traveled down another long, featureess halway, then turned a corner and led me into a dead-ended
hallway. The arrow pulsed momentarily at ablank wall, then vanished.

Thewall | faced hissed, and then detached itsdlf, quickly diding into the section of wall next toiit. |
looked down at the floor, beyond where the wall had been, expecting to see the arrow, but it was till
gone.

| looked up, saw something, and then looked right back down at the floor. My fever must have been a
lot higher than | had imagined. There was no doubt about it, | was ddlirious.

| looked back up. What | had thought | had seen was till there. He stood at the end of this new hdlway.
| had hoped that he would have vanished in a puff of smoke, or perhaps dribbled into the floor. No such
luck. It was amazing what my delirious brain was capable of generating. The guy was completely decked
out in agpace suit. However, it was not one of those form-fitting white NASA jobs, but an duminum-foil
specia that sprouted awild array of coat-hanger antennas. His left arm had been replaced with some sort
of manipulator that looked ahdll of alot like alobster claw. He wore aleather belt with two holsters, one



of which held a pearl-handled pistol and the other what had to be hisray gun. Thisguy looked likea
refugee from afifties sci-fi flick that had been shot over aweekend in someone's basement. All that was
missing to make him the perfect alien invader was the bubble space helmet. Instead, he wore ared
beret.

| watched him reach his right hand over his shoulder and tug at something that must have been strapped
to hisback. Moving so quickly that he seemed to blur, that something was now in his hand. Colored a
dull gray, it looked like atoaster—two dices. He pointed it at my head.

Something findly leaked through to my brain. That voice that had earlier echoed in the back of my head
now told methat | was about to receive something much more letha than afaceful of toasted raisn
bread.

Hisfingers seemed to have melted into the toaster's dull aluminum sides.
“Good night!” he screamed in ascreechy voice.

| wanted to jump, to find cover, but there was no place to hide. The corridor at my back didn't turn a
corner for at least fifty feet.

| just stood there. If killed in this nightmare, | hoped that I'd smply wake up.
The tendonsflexed in the exposed parts of his hands.

| squinted, gritted my teeth, then closed my eyes. | wondered if 1'd fed anything when my brain was
gplattered againgt the cream-colored walls. For just an ingtant, an image of someone from Plant Facilities
wiping down the red-stained wallsfilled my heed.

Something tickled deep insde of my head.

| opened my eyes.

His handswereflexing convulsvely.

“Crash hard!” he screamed. “ The Supreme willsit!”

Every time his hands flexed that same something tickled insgde of my head.

“Shidlded,” he said, while sneering at me. He re-dung the toaster across his back and pulled hisray gun
fromitsholster. The gun'stip shimmered adeep purple.

It was one thing to take it like aman, and accept your fate when faced with the prospect of being
raisin-breaded to death by atoaster, but it's something totally different when you're threatened by aloon
in agpace-suit who'swaving aray gun. Blind ingtinct finally took over.

| turned and ran.
“Stop!” he screamed.

Once | started moving it was going to take ahell of alot more than the screech of a NASA-induced
nightmare to dow me down. | seemed to eat up the halway. Never had | run so fast. My head cleared,
my lungs sucked down air, and before | would have thought it possible I'd started my turn into the
hallway corner, dropping down to al foursas| did in order to increase traction.

Fzzz!



Hot air fanned the side of my face.
With the added incentive of ray-gun blasts | was certain that I'd practicaly fly down the next hallway.
Wrong.

My hands grabbed thewall just as| rounded the corner. And | mean grabbed. My fingers bit into the
soft wall and sank amost knuckle-deep. | shredded afive-foot length of the cream-colored materia
before | cameto astop. It seemed to turn to goo in my hands, and | threw the now dimy stuff onto the
floor whereit hit with awet-sounding smack. | crept dowly back toward the corner | had just rounded.

And | didn't havethe dightest ideawhy | was doing this. Indgde | was screaming, demanding that my
body turn tail and run down the halway. | was getting no response. My body continued to creep up to
the corner. | had no ideawhy | was doing this. Something €lse was apparently caling the
shots—something that was going to get mekilled in this nightmare.

The spaceman’s galvanized lobster claw jutted from around the corner. | wanted to crawl into the wall,
but my body had other plans. My right hand grabbed the claw, and instead of trying to push it aside
pulled it straight toward my chest, | wanted to close my eyes, but no such luck. | was sharing directly into
the spaceman’'s now startled face. Pulling him toward me had thrown him off-baance and he was now
fdling, with that claw hand leading the way.

I'd be skewered for sure.

Then, at a peed that | would not have believed possible, | Sdestepped like amatador skirting around a
bull. Thismove sent him sailing down the hallway, but apparently my body did not consider that sufficient.
My left hand shot up for hisface—pam open. | caught him squarein the nose. | could fed things break,
amog shatter. With afind flick of my wrist, my hand pushed his splintered nose up into hisbrain.

Suddenly looking extremdy limp, he flew past me.
| turned.

| was back in charge. Whatever had been running my body by remote control was gone. | collapsed to
thefloor.

Then | looked over at the spaceman. It appeared asif he had been kneeling, perhaps praying, and then
had smply fallen over, landing flat on hisface. His asswas till propped up, pointing straight at me.

| had just killed aman.

My only experience with fighting had been in the fourth grade. The result of that encounter had been two
black eyes, six gtitches, and acracked rib. All mine.

The spaceman wheezed.

| scrambled down the halway on dl fours, moving like ascuffling crab. | only stopped when my head
smashed into awal and | fell back on my buit.

He had to be dead. I'd felt him die.

Swest dripped down my face and my vison began to tunnel. | told myself that dl | had heard was
trapped air in hislungs gurgling up through histhroat. That explanation didn't seem to reassure me.

Then, without the dightest warning, my stomach exploded. | didn't even havetimeto get to my knees, but



threw up in my lap. My aready bruised throat burned, and my nose stung as stuff backed up through my
nostrils. One explosive burst was dl there was. Putrid green dime ran down the front of my shirt and
dribbled over my pants. The stuff that now covered my clothes had absolutely no resemblance to the
wafflesand eggs | had eaten for breskfast.

Standing, | felt the musclesin my legs Sart to twitch, and my left kneeturned to jelly. Again | wason the
floor and again | tried to stand, thistime amost crawling up thewall. I locked my knees and took severd
deep breaths.

Somehow, | did not faint.
Mercifully, he had not moved. He was dead, there was no doubt about that. | hoped.

“Shit!” | managed to scream, just as | launched myself from the wall | was leaning on, bounced off the
oppositewal, and once again hit thefloor. | had seen something—severa somethings—move.

Pushing my way up thewall, thistime only sitting, | looked at the dead man. He was still dead, but things
continued to move.

The claw that had been his right hand had detached itsalf and was now crawling acrossthe floor. As|
watched, it jerked and spasmed, and asmal cloud of smoke quickly engulfed it. Little puffs of blue
smoke were aso risng from hisray gun.

Something else was moving. Where | had ripped off alarge patch of wall covering and thrown the goo to
thefloor, thetorn wall had dmost repaired itsdlf. It wasn't that the wall had smply closed therip. No, by
comparison that would have been far too easy. The goo that | had tossed onto the floor had almost
vanished. Only asmdl pile of the stuff remained. Therest of it was undulating in anarrow line, likealong
column of ants marching singlefile, working itsway up thewal tofill in the gouge. As| watched, the pile
on thefloor grew smaler and smdler and eventually vanished. There was not the dightest indication that
thewadl covering had ever been ripped out.

| just closed my eyes and banged the back of my head againgt thewall. | shivered. Again | could fed my
face flush and my lungsclog. A stabbing pain diced through my chest with each bregth.

Before| even opened my eyes|'d stood, in one quick jerk. Opening my eyes, | ignored the fact that the
hallway had taken on agreen tint and was listing back and forth like aboat in a hurricane. | went down to
the end of the hallway and pulled a phone out of thewall.

“Get meout of here!” | screamed intoit.
“Specify the destination,” the femae voice said swestly.

| could handle no more of this. “Get that damn red arrow back here, and take me outside of this building
by way of the nearest exit!”

At my feet the red arrow appeared again, then darted down the hallway in the direction of the spaceman.
| dropped the phone and stumbled forward. Nothing was left of his smoking possessions but little piles of
gray goo. Not aweapon left. Not quite. The pearl-handled pistol hadn't melted.

Bending over, and risking fainting, | tugged at his belt buckle. My fingersfelt dmost boneless, asif made
of rubber. After I'd tugged at leather and brass, from al possible angles, the buckle finaly popped open.
Standing, | leaned against the wall for support, planted the toe of my black boot in his side, and pushing,
rolled him over.



A smdl little piece of mysdlf, detached and hiding somewhere deep in the back of my brain, wondered
about the black bootsthat | now seemed to be wearing. | had never owned ablack pair of boots. God,
how | suddenly missed those familiar, ratty brown wingtips. Those old shoes seemed aworld and a
lifetime away.

My hands, which seemed to be controlling themselves, strapped the gun belt around my waist, managing
to rebuckleit on only thefifth or sixth attempt. The red arrow till pulsed, seeming to patiently be waiting
for me. | shuffled forward, my feet not so much walking as scraping againgt the floor with each step |
took. Down halways, through door panels, past twists and turns, | wandered for what felt like hours. It
was probably only minutes.

| stared down at thick brown carpeting. | looked up. It was the |obby—the lobby a Dummar. That big
polished obsidian block that made up the guard's desk filled the adjacent wall. In front of me, acrossthe
lobby, stood the front doors.

Walking, even though my feet seemed to catch in the thick carpet, | worked my way into the center of
thelobby. | tried to show my badge at the guard's desk but | no longer seemed to have abadge. No
problem. Dummar Research Labs no longer seemed to have aguard. | didn't have to lean on adoor to
get it open. One was dready propped open, probably courtesy of my dead friend from outer space.

QOutside.

It was awarm Malibu summer night. In the distance, surf pounded. That waswrong. The beach was at
least amile down the hill. The background buzz of Los Angeles, twenty miles away, ways drowned out
the sounds of the ocean.

But apparently, no longer.
Sarlight lit the night.

| walked. First | shuffled over concrete, then packed dirt and weeds, and findly through chaparral and
gravel. Loose rock crunched under my boots.

One more step and | could rest. One more step and 1'd be safe. | took that one more step. There was no
ground beneath my boot. | fdl, diding down in atorrent of rock and dead brush.

| came to a bone-crunching stop.

On my back, | watched the stars flash across the sky. North, south, east, and west they raced. The stars
produced only feeblelight, but holding up my hand | could see every bloody scratch that covered it.
Morethan just starlight lit the night. | twisted around, asrockstore at the skin on my back.

Thereit was, far to the north, almost over the rim of the canyon | had just did into. A large, glowing
number blazed in the sky: 27.

| felt mysdlf smile. How nice, | thought. The night
sky isnumbered. What awonderful placethisis.
Roalling onto my belly, | crawled.

Darkness came.



CHAPTER 2
Tom

My mouth felt asif | had been chewing on gravel and wood chips. | kept my eyes closed, not yet willing
to risk opening them, hoping that when | did 1'd be looking up at the white paneled ceiling of ahospita
room. Except for the debristhat seemed to fill my mouth | felt far better than | had any right to. Taking a
deep breeth, | was able to completdy fill my lungswithout invisible steak knives stabbing me in the back.
| had no headache, and my joints didn't throb. Whatever virus had gotten ahold of me, it seemed I'd
findly fought it off.

Shifting ever so dightly, | expected to hear the crackle of starched cotton sheets, but it sounded more like
shifting gravel.

Oh God.

My hands were pams up, held closely by my sides. Turning my right hand dowly over, | triedto grab a
handful of cotton sheet. | didn't haveto look, | could fed it. My hand wasfull of pebblesand dirt.
Sucking down a deep bregth | held it, then opened my eyes.

Above my heed, vishleinagray light, | could see a cracked concrete ceiling that was only afew feet
above me. Dried spindly roots, thick with spider webs, poked through the shattered concrete.

Please let me sleep, | begged.

Something invisible seemed to reach into my brain and squeeze. My body tensed. | willed it to relax, but
my armsturned and my hands opened. | felt my pams pressinto the gravel.

Don't move! | screamed to myself.

| felt mysdlf St up.

Again, something else seemed to have taken control of me.
“Hi,” said adeep voice.

My body didn't so much astwitch, even though | thought the shock of hearing that voice was going to
melt down my brain. My body continued to St up, and | felt something cold and firm in my right hand.

The pistol.

| was pointing it squarely at the chest of someone who sat in front of me. He sat at the entrance of what
looked like adrainage pipe. Bright light from outsde framed him in agolden halo.

“Hi,” said the man in front of me once again.
My index finger squeezed down.

| could not kill again. | refused. | absolutely refused. My finger continued to squeeze. My extended arm
shook.

“Hi,” hesad for thethird time.
Please, | begged. This man is no threat.

My hand dammed down into the gravel. | dropped the gun. That invisible something that had beenin my



head vanished, and | wasin control again.

The man scrambled toward the pipe entrance, seemed to decide that he couldn't reach it, then dropped
down, trying to hug the insde of the cement pipe.

“Hi,” hewhispered in asqueaking voice.
He was now in the shadows, no longer just a silhouette.

He wore no red beret. Whoever, or whatever he was, at least he wore no red beret. Barefoot, and
wearing what looked like the remnants of a blue jumpsuit, he smiled at me with awide, stupid-looking
grin. He clutched alarge bundle of ragsto his chest. It was only then that | noticed hishands. They
looked asif they had been dyed red. | didn't like the ook of that. It was too reminiscent of ared beret.

| opened my mouth to ask him who hewas.

“Urmph...” | mumbled in a cracked whisper. My throat was bruised, swollen and dried. It fdt asif | had
swallowed abottle of furniture polish and then let it dry on theinsde of my throat. | tried to force down
some spit but there was nothing to force down.

The man moved, and reached out toward me. He held out a silver-colored flask. 1t looked about
quart-sized, and when he shook it something insde doshed.

| almost tore off severd of hisfingersas| pulled it from hishands. It looked like astandard canteen that
you'd find in some army surplus store, but where it narrowed down at its neck it didn't have acap. It was
asingle piece of continuous metd.

| looked up at him and shook the canteen.
Hejust smiled.

Holding the canteen in front of my lips | upended it, then shook it, showing him that nothing was coming
OUL.

He continued to smile.

| was damn near dying of thirst. | shook the canteen afew more times out of sheer frustration, then
tossed it a him. Deftly catching it, he put the canteen's neck up to hislips. His Adam's apple bobbed up
and down and athin stream of water dribbled from the corners of his mouth.

| felt my eyebrows arch. It wasimpossible.

Reaching for the canteen, | pulled it from hismouth. It was gtill upended, but nothing poured out. Thetop
surface was still asolid, unbroken piece of metd.

With hisdeeve, he wiped the water from his chin.

Wrapping my lips around the neck of the canteen, | upended it. Water, cool and unbdlievably refreshing,
poured into my mouth and trickled down my throat. Only after I'd dmost completely emptied it did |
gtick my tongueinto its neck, trying to fed the release mechanism. | could stuff my tongue amost ahaf
aninchinto the canteen, but dl | felt was smooth metal. Pulling it from my mouth, | could see that the top
of the neck was once again asolid, smooth surface.

| shook the canteen in hisdirection. “How doesthat work?’ | asked. It hurt my throat to talk, but at least
| could now.



Heonly smiled. His eyeslooked blank.

Shrugging, | tossed the canteen back toward him. He caught it and stuffed it ingde hisbundle of rags. |
had much larger mysteriesto deal with than trick canteens. If the canteen's operation wastoo
complicated aquestion for him, I'd keep it smple. “What's your name?’ | asked.

The smile dowly faded from hisface. His eyes narrowed, and he clenched hisjaw. Hislips moved
dowly, then twitched. He said nothing. Reaching up with one hand he rubbed his mouth, then tugged at a
lock of long blond hair that hung over hisright eye.

It looked asif he was going to Start crying.

He squirmed, then began to smack the sides of the pipe with the palms of his hands. Hisface turned red,
and he suddenly wrapped both hands around histhroet. It looked like he was strangling himsdif.

“Tom!” he screamed. Then, dmost ingtantly, the smile returned to hisface. He dropped his hands into the
dirt.

| wasn't sure exactly what was wrong with him, but | wasfairly certain that he wouldn't be answering too
many of my questions. Sticking out one of my legs, | began to prod him with the tip of my boot. Before
he went into some sort of convulsivefit | wanted to get out of this pipe. He seemed to understand, and
quickly backed out. | crawled out after him.

| had to shield my eyes, the sun being so dazzlingly bright. Tom sat in the dirt about a dozen feet from me,
tossing a pebble from hand to hand. A stupid-looking grin till filled hisface.

Leaning against the drainage pipe, | looked around. | was about halfway down anarrow draw. Far
below me | could hear the sound of rushing water. That had to be Malibu Creek. Above and behind mel
could see the path of broken brush and ripped-out weeds where I'd did down the side of the hill last
night.

After I'd killed she spaceman.

| dropped to the ground, my suddenly rubbery legs collapsing beneath me. 1 looked up into the crisp blue
sky, then stared down at the back of my right hand. It was my hand. It didn't wobble, didn't shimmer, or
have any ghostly appearance. | wasn't dead, and this wasn't any delirious dream. Things were too crisp
and far too clear.

Thiswasred. And it wasinsane.
“What the hell happened to me?’ | shouted over a Tom.
Looking up, he smiled, then quickly returned to tossing the pebble from hand to hand.

| breathed deep, then blew the air out through my clenched teeth. Relax, | told mysdlf. | wasn't hurt,
didn't seem to be sick any longer, and judging by the familiar surroundings| wasin Malibu Canyon.

| took aquick glance around, just to reassure myself of that. | looked up along the entirelip of the
canyon. It wasfamiliar in shape, looking like the samewall of rock that 1'd seen countlesstimes on my
driveinto work, but something was different. Something hovered aboveit. Bright red, it hung motionless
up inthe sky. It waswhat 1'd seen last night: 27.

Atfirst | thought it waswritten in wispy smoke, but the edges of the two numbers were crisp and far too
sharply defined. It had been there last night and was gtill there this morning. It couldn't be made of



smoke. “Tom!” | caled out to him.

He dropped his pebble, stood, and walked over to me. He grinned asif he knew some hilarious secret.
Perhaps he did.

| pointed toward the numbers.

His gaze followed the direction of my pointing finger. Looking into hiseyes, | could tell that he saw it. |
wasn't imagining it, unless of course | wasaso imagining him.

“What isit?’ | asked, not redly expecting an answer but still hoping for one.
“God,” he said quickly and smply.

| turned and looked a him. “What isit?’ | asked again.

He continued to look into the sky. “God,” he said without the dightest hesitation.

| shook my head. Asking him his name had caused him to choke himsalf, but asking him about numbers
inthe sky didn't seem to faze him. His answer made absolutely no sense to me, but he seemed pretty
damn definite about it.

“God?’ | said.
Smiling, he nodded.

I'd had enough of this. Talking to him was getting me absolutely nowhere. The answers| needed were
back at Dummar. Turning, | walked up the draw, kicking at dead brush and rocks, and began to crawl
up the side of the hill. Tom scrambled up beside me. | was about to tell him to stop but saw no reason
why | should. He continued to grin a me. If he had been adog histail would have been wagging,
pounding at the ground.

| felt redly good, better than | had any right to. It was till early morning, but the summer sun was hot and
sweat ran down my face. My damp arms became dirt-streaked. | was working hard but bresthing easy.
The muscles of my forearmslooked corded and rock-hard. | hadn't realized | wasin this good shape.
Hitting the gym a couple of times aweek hadn't exactly been a part of my standard schedule. My only
redl exercise had been giving the candy machine aswift kick when my Mars Bar got hung up ingde of it.

Nearing the top, in afina burst of speed, | legpt up, trying to jump up onto the plateau. But al | managed
to do wasto get my leg caught on something, fal flat on my face, and then get the wind knocked out of
me.

Pulling down a breath | looked over my shoulder, back down the side of the hill, to see what had caught
me. Tom held on to a handful of my pant leg. That perpetua grin of hiswas gone. Not |etting go of my
pants, he dowly crawled up beside me. Only then did he let go. He then moved another half foot above
me and peered over the top of the hill. Reaching back down he tugged a my shoulder, pulling me up.

| dowly crawled forward.

Atfirg | didn't even recognizeit. Then | saw afamiliar low-dung building nestled into the Sde of an
adjacent hill. It was Dummar Labs. But it was alot more than just that. Y esterday morning when | had
driven into work, Dummar had been two buildings and a haf-dozen small parking lots. Thismorning the
parking lots were gone, and in their place stood buildings | had never seen before. They were big
buildings, dmost ten storiestal, made of what looked like gray smoked glass and chrome. The hills



behind the labs should have been nothing more than barren, weed-strewn stretches of rock. Not today .
Row after row of chrome-and-concrete buildings were packed tightly onto those hills. Severd of the
buildings had crumbled and collgpsed on themselves.

| was|ooking a Dummar, but it wasn't Dummear.
Tom pointed toward one of the unfamiliar buildings.

At least a dozen figures wandered around its front entrance. It was hard to make out much at this
distance, but one thing was certain: Severd of those figureswore red berets.

I'd not be returning to Dummar, not aslong as anyone with ared beret was milling around. | did afew
feet back down the hill. What would | do now?

Tom did down toward me, looked mein the face, looked back down the hill, and then stared back at
me.

“I'm some sort of goddamned Rip Van Winkle” | said in awhisper, barely redizing that | was saying it.
Swest dripped down my face, running into my eyes, stinging me. Time had passed. | wasn't talking days
or weeks, but years and decades. I'd nodded off during a meeting, only to wake up decades |ater to be
greeted by a spaceman with aray gun. It wastotaly insane, totaly impossible, but | knew it wastrue.
Those buildings madeit true.

| looked over at Tom. He had known those red berets were hanging around Dummar, and he had known
that they were bad news. He obvioudy didn't want to have anything to do with them. In my book, that
made him afriend.

“I need help,” | told him dowly. “ Can you take me to someone who can help me?’

He smiled, but from whet little I'd learned about him that meant absolutely nothing. He didn't so much as
nod but began to dide back down the hill. I didn't like going off blind to somewhere | didn't know with
someone who could barely remember his own name, but it seemed to be my only option. And of course,
by grabbing my pant leg he had probably saved my life. When someone savesyour life it does give them
anair of credibility.

| did downthehill, following him.
A single crack of thunder echoed far in the distance, | looked up, but couldn't see acloud in the sky.

| lay on my back, on amassive dab of speckled granite, while Maibu Creek, atorrent of white water,
raced wildly around me. The sun soaked into my naked body.

Sitting up, | poked atoe at my drying clothes, then turned to Tom who, Sitting cross-legged on the same
granite dab, tossed another pebble from hand to hand. He was easily entertained, like a child—anot too
bright child.

“I figure one of two thingd!” | said, having to shout to make mysdf heard over theroar of the water.
“Either I've blown every gasket in my head and right now I'm imagining al thiswhile I'm actualy bouncing
off thewallsin apadded cdll at the State Funny Farm, or else all thisisred.” A fly buzzed around my
head, and suddenly dive-bombed toward my left ear. Entirely ingtinctively, my hand flashed out, trying to
grab it. Thefly buzzed in my fist. I'd never been ableto do that before. | opened my fist and it flew

avay.

My reflexes were not that quick.



Tom smiled a me, then tossed his pebble into the white water. Looking up into the sky and shielding his
eyeswith hishands, he quickly glanced up at the sun, which was aimost directly overhead. As| watched
he stood and reached his hands high above hishead. At first | thought he was smply stretching, but he
wasn't. He hung his head down, closed his eyes, and with his hands still reaching into the sky flipped them
back, so that the palms were exposed to the sun.

Then he spoke. Actually, it was more of awhisper. Abovetheroar of thewater | could barely hear him.
“Know me, God. Know me, God. Know me, God...” he said in a soft chant.

He was praying. The sun was still aswarm asit had been only seconds earlier, but | felt mysdlf shivering.
Rdigion, with dl of itstrappings and mysticism, aways made mefed abit uneasy. There was a core of
irrationdity about it that just went against my grain. He continued to chant for about fifteen seconds, then
opened his eyes and sat back down. Smiling, he reached over toward me and touched my hands. | felt
my musclestighten, dmost coiling, getting ready to launch mefrom thisrock if things got really strange.
Rdigioustypes were capable of al sorts of weirdness.

But the expression on hisface was o open, and so sincere, that | just didn't have the heart to fight him.
His eyes|ooked like those of some sad dog. With hisindex finger he traced something out in my open
palm. Then, dropping my hand, he traced something out in the palm of his own hand. That seemed to
satisfy him and, crawling away, he picked up a pebble and began tossing it back and forth.

Even though his behavior certainly seemed strange, it was nothing compared to what | knew religious
typeswere capable of. | casualy glanced down at the pam of my hand where Tom had so intently been
tracing something out.

There was something beneath my skin.

| held my hand closeto my eyes. If | angled it just right and let the sun glint off of it, | could see
something. It looked like a series of vertical dashed lines about aninch tall and aninch wide. | quickly
looked at the palm of my other hand and | could see smiilar lines. They werefaint, and colored avery
deep blue. I could hold my hand at any angle now, and had absolutely no difficulty in seeing them. They
amost seemed to glow.

And then, suddenly, | saw more than just arandom gathering of lines. They hadn't actualy changed, but
my understanding of them had. They made up abar code. The lines on my hand were identical to what
you'd find on acan of peaches or afrozen pizza. A bar code had been tattooed onto the palms of my
hands. It made absolutely no sensethat | hadn't noticed them until now.

And Tom had known that they were there.

Leaning over, | grabbed his nearest hand and dragged him across the rock. The pebble he had been
tossing hit me in the face and bounced off of my nose. | barely noticed it. | turned his hand over and
stared at his open palm. They were harder to seein his hand, being somewhat masked by the red dye
that stained his hands, but there was no mistaking them. He was bar-coded, just as| was.

| stared at those lines.
Something tickled in the back of my head.
| shook. My eydidsfluttered. | couldn't breathe.

| knew him.



Tom Laughlin. Born October 19, 2041, Phoenix Municipa Hospital. Eight pounds, three ounces. Ph.D.,
Ca Tech—2065, in Astrogeology. Taught at the University of Illinais, ‘ 65-'69, the Soviet Astro Indtitute
Gorki ‘69-"70, Lunar Far-side Warren * 70-'71, and currently assistant director of the First World
Ingtitute Exo-Geology, Tempe, Arizona.

Through fluttering eydids | stared a him. Cowering at the edge of the granite dab, he closed hiseyes and
sucked on histhumb. Wearing tatters, blond hair hanging hafway down his back, and barely capable of
remembering hisname, | knew that he had taught coursesin planetary geology to sudentsin acity that
was burrowed into the far side of the moon.

He exploded within my head.

Hisfavorite ice cream was Raspberry Ripple. Hed had the thumb and index finger of hisleft hand
re-grown after hed lost them in arock-climbing accident in the Supergtition Mountains when hewasa
kid of

twelve. That was back in 2053.
Back in 2053.
My head ached as my eyes throbbed with each best of my heart.

Hewore afifteen-inch collar. He had abaance of 14,853.22 FWC on deposit in Zurich—account
number 287640. Personal access code: Applesauce Cake. In the second grade he had gotten aC +, the
lowest grade he would ever receive, in Folk Dancing. Had three kids: the twins Joan and Jennifer, born
April 2, 2064, and son Tom junior, born April 13, 2064. All children popped a Phoenix Gyonics.
Attending physician Dr. Janice Quan Teng. All three children's GPIs were less than ten.

What in the hell was a GPI?
Tom had aGPI of four.

He'd bought three pairs of socks on October 27, 2070, at Vlakinov's, for 1.19 FWC. Two pairswhite,
one pair brown. Was dlergic to bananas. Favorite color was yellow. Had a penny collection,
1976-2011. Afraid of snakes. Sub-three-hour marathoner. Susceptible to eye strain. Had three head
coldsin the spring of “63. Ate too many apples—oved Pippins, hated Rome Beatties.

“No more!”
| blinked, and sucked down alungful of air.

My voice echoed down Maibu Canyon. | held the palms of my hands against the sides of my head.
Swest ran down my face and blood pounded in my ears. |

collapsed againgt the rock.
Why?

| could read bar codes, and found myself in abody that | knew wasn't quitemine. | had killed a
gpaceman. If | wasn't insane, and if what | somehow knew about Tom wastrue, my world was at least
eighty years dead.

How?

| couldn't even begin to guess. | was actudly afraid to guess.



CHAPTER 3
Robin and the Fair Joan

| kicked at an asphalt chunk of what had once been part of the roadbed of Maibu Canyon Road. The
fist-sized rock sailed down into the canyon, bounced off the trunk of a dead oak, and ricocheted further
dill, vanishing into the creek.

That piece of road was just one more indication that agreat ded of time had somehow passed, sincel'd
blacked out during the Tuesday morning meeting. Asimpossible as| knew that was, | found it equally
impossible to argue with the cracked, torn-up roadbed of Malibu Canyon Road. There were no answers,
just questions.

“We aren't in Kansas anymore, Tom.”

Heignored me, apparently too entranced in watching awoodpecker that was searching for insects,
bruising its micro-sized brain asit bashed its beak into a dead sycamore.

Jumping from dab to dab of asphdlt, | worked my way over to the tree that Tom was so intently storing
up into. Reaching out, | lightly touched his shoulder.

Heturned quickly but smoothly, asif he had known I'd been behind him al thetime. “Hi,” he said, while
grinning from ear from ear.

| felt mysdlf amiling in return.

He certainly wasn't abrilliant conversationalist, but there was no denying that he had the type of infectious
persondlity that just made you want to smile along with him. That ability definitely put him one up on most
of the burned-out cynics | had known. As| thought that, | realized | was aready thinking of theworld |
had lived in only yesterday as being something distant and long dead. Truly amazing.

Actually frightening.
“Which way, Tom?’" | asked.

Tom looked briefly at my face, then, turning his head dightly, looked over my shoulder. His eyes seemed
to focus on something far away.

| amost had timeto turn my head.

“Remove your hand from the Mushie, unless you want meto put one through your gizzard,” said an
English-accented voice a my back.

| froze.
“I'll not tell you again, varlet,” thevoice said gernly. “Unhand him.”

Varlet? A second ago | had joked about being in the land of Oz, but this was starting to sound like
something out of an old Errol Flynn movie, located squardly in a soundstage rendition of Sherwood
Forest.

Invisible fingers squeezed at my brain.

My right hand began to tremble. | couldn't moveit. | couldn't move anything. | knew what was about to



happen. Just before | had lost control of my body my right hand had been resting on the butt of my pistol.
Whatever was now controlling my body was going to pull that pistol, spin me around, and then try to
shoot at whoever was a my back.

No!

My fingers moved across the pearl handle. Either the guy at my back, mysdlf, or quite possibly both of
us, were about to get killed.

“Tom,” said thevoice. “Move away.”

He knew Tom. Thisguy who was just about to put something through my gizzard wastrying to protect
Tom. When he looked a me dl he probably saw was a stranger—possibly a dangerous stranger—who
had his hand on Tom's shoulder.

| screamed insde my head, pleading with whatever was controlling me: It's a misunder standing. He
doesn't want to hurt me, he just thinks that Tom'sin danger!

Theinvishblefingerswere gone.

My body relaxed. | dowly eased my hand off of the pistol, having regained contral.
Tom moved away from me, hisface once again filled with agrin.

“Drop the bdt,” said the voice.

“I'mdropping it,” | said, while reaching down dowly, undoing the buckle, and | etting the gun belt drop
around my ankles.

“Turn.”
| turned.

| blinked once, then twice. He refused to disappear. He stood on amassive chunk of uplifted roadbed.
He was dressed from head to toe in green, complete with alittle green pointed cap that was adorned
with what looked like hawk feathers. My guess about Errol Flynn had been unbelievably accurate. He
looked like arefugee from Sherwood Forest. Hislongbow was stretched taut, and nocked with an arrow
that was aimed straight a my chest.

“Did he hurt you, Tom?" he asked.

Tom had again returned to hisfavorite diversion. Having seaeted himsdlf cross-legged in the dirt, he was
once again tossing a pebble from hand to hand. But having heard the man's voice he dropped the rock,
stood, and started walking toward me.

“No!” yelled the archer, as he pulled back even further on his bowstring.

Tom didn't seem to have heard him and quickly walked directly between us. Any arrow intended for me
would now dice through Tom. Obvioudy not understanding the danger he had placed himself in, Tom
reached into his bundle and pulled out his canteen, pushing it into my face, forcing its neck between my
lips.

“My God!” said the bowman. He lowered hisbow and, removing hisarrow, dropped it into the quiver
on hisback. “I've never seen anything likeit.”



The tension that had been hanging heavy in the air vanished, dmost asif it had never been thereat dl.
The only red evidence of what had dmost happened was my swesat-soaked shirt.

“My gpologies,” said the bowman. “1 couldn't be certain that you were afriend of Tom's.”

Tom 4till had the canteen shoved into my mouth. | carefully took it from his hands, took aquick sip, then
handed it back to him. Apparently satisfied, he stuffed the canteen back into his bundle and then, having
seated himsdlf again, Sarted to search the ground for a suitable pebble.

The bowman walked forward, his hand extended. “1'm pleased to meet any friend of Tom's. I'm Robin
Hood,” he said, sounding deadly serious, apparently not realizing how absolutely insane that statement
sounded. Reaching out, he grabbed my hand and pumped. His grip wasfirm.

“John Smith,” | said quietly, hoping thet thisloon wouldn't mistake me for the Sheriff of Nottingham.

“It'sapleasure, Mr. Smith,” he said. The smile he gave mewas genuine, but | could sense something
behind it. He had the look of someone who was hiding some sort of secret—Iike a doctor who knows
your lab results but isn't yet ready to give you the bad news.

“Sotdl me” said Robin, “how did you manage to make such an outstanding impression on Tom?'ve
never before seen him offer his canteen to anyone. Robin's eyes narrowed dightly. “He's never even
offeredittome.”

All I could do was amile. | didn't want to further unbaance thisguy by generating any jealousfedings. |
had no doubt that it would be an extremely unwise move to get between Robin Hood and any of his
imagined Merry Men. “1 wasin desperate shape,” | said, “and nearly dying of thirst when hefirst found
me. He must have sensed just how much trouble | wasin, and offered me his canteen. He probably
thought | till needed water.” | hoped that would placate him.

“Of course,” said Robin, suddenly smiling. “Tom may only beaMushie, but he's an excellent judge of
character.”

A* Mushie"?
But thiswas no place for questions. Not here.

Robin thumped me on the chest with an index finger. “Had it been any man other than Tom vouching for
your good name, 1'd il be apt to have an arrow trained on you.”

Again | smiled. He seemed to have an unbelievable degree of trust in aman who not only could barely
remember his own name, but whose vocabulary seemed to consst of only ahandful of words.

“Shall we return to camp then, and shareamed?’ he asked.

My stomach grumbled, apparently trying to answer for me. “1 haven't eaten for at least aday,” | sad,
dthoughif dl thisinsanity was actudly red | hadn't eeten in more than eighty years. “I'd love something to
a.”

Robin nodded and then, walking over to Tom, gave him afriendly shove on the shoulder. He stood.

“It'sassheforetoldit, Tom,” he said to him quietly, dmost asif he didn't want meto hear. Then, glancing
quickly at me, he turned back to Tom. “It's God'swill,” he added.

Stranger and stranger gtill. Something twisted in my stomach. 1'd found what had to be another religious



fandic.
Tom closed hiseyes, lowered his head, and raised his pamstoward the sky.

It looked like he was going to start praying again. As| watched, Robin closed his eyes, lowered his
head, and raised his pamstoward the sky.

“Know me, God. Know me, God. Know me, God....” they chanted in unison.

Just asit had been thefirst time I'd witnessed this, it lasted for about fifteen seconds. Before they
reopened their eyes|'d raised my own hands high above my head. Whoever these people were, they
appeared to take their religion damn serioudy. | had no desire to be labeled as an unbdiever.

| had expected the evening meal to have centered around a pig roasting on aspit, or possibly a sheep
that Robin would insst had been liberated from the holdings of the evil Sheriff of Nottingham. | had been
certain that there would be boys playing lutes while jugglers tossed clubs and burning branchesto one
another.

It hadn't quite happened that way. Almost fifty of us had gathered around alarge campfire. | couldn't
smell roagting meet anywhere. And the reason for that soon became obvious. The evening meal had
conssted of what looked like two pietinsthat had been glued together face to face. They had been
passed out from alarge cardboard box. And instead of Iute-playing or juggling, entertainment had
centered around amovie projected againgt astained bed sheet that was hung from the branches of an
oak tree. It was some foreign job, with Orientals mounted on armored horses chasing each other through
hills and svamps while cutting the heads off of unlucky peasants. | quickly logt interest in the
entertainment and decided to concentrate on dinner.

The pie-tin dinner, along with awell-worn-looking flattened stick, had been handed to me by someone
with red-dyed hands—a“Mushie.” Hisface looked asif it had been cut from stone, dead and
emotionless. He possessed none of the cheerfulness of Tom. His eyesweretotaly expressonless, asif
absolutely nothing at al existed behind them. More than half of the camp was made up of peoplelike
these.

| then pressed againgt the pietin's surfaces as I'd seen the others do, and then lowered it to my lap. |
watched the top tin very carefully. It did not so much vanish as smply fold back on itself, the metal
seeming to melt at the edges of the opening and then crawl back over itsdlf. It reminded me of the
sdf-repairing walsthat 1'd seen & Dummar, and | redlized that the underlying technology was probably
related to the mechanism that operated Tom's canteen. Inside the tin was what looked like lasagna. |
serioudy doubted that lasagna had ever been one of the dietary staples of the real Robin Hood and his
Band of Merry Men. The aroma of cheese and tomato sauce drifted upward.

My stomach took over and my brain seemed to check out. Food was Priority One.

| findly sat there, full, warm, and for the first timein what fdlt like along time thought about absolutely
nothing. My brain had mercifully dipped into neutrd. | did nothing more than watch the fire dance and
listen to the crack of burning logs.

Night came on, and the camp grew dark.
“What do you think of my little band?’ asked someone from behind me.
Startled, | dmodt fell fromthelog | was Sitting on.

“Rdax, John Smith,” said Robin Hood, who sat down next to me.



My trance broken, | looked at those huddled around the fire. Most of them resembled refugees from
Centra Cadting of amovie studio. Just alog away, Abe Lincoln, in his stovepipe hat, sat next to
someone in a powdered wig, who clutched asmall axe. While across from me, and on the other side of
thefire, sat Laurd and Hardy. They weren't wearing their standard dark suits, white shirts, or short
neckties, but they were easily recognizable because of their black derbies. They appeared to be having a
great dedl of trouble with their lasagna, seeming to get more of it on them than actudly in them.

This place was obvioudy an asylum of some sort. The only rea question was: Where are the guards?

It was getting even darker now and most of those around the tire were hidden in shadow, but earlier in
the day 1'd seen severd others of Robin's band dressed in green tights and even awoman in along
brown robe, with her head shaved bald, who | think believed hersdlf to be Friar Tuck. But it had been
the Mushiesthat | had spent more time watching than anyone elsein camp. Silent, and with their blank
expressions, they sat quietly, often in groups, and often with their palms raised skyward.

But possbly stranger even than the Mushies were the children, or actualy the lack of children. | had seen
only one child who looked much over the age of five, alittle girl of about ten who wore acrystd tiarain
her tangled blond hair. She waved awand made out of a coat hanger and aluminum foil, and would touch
it to anyone's head that she came near. Whether she was trying to turn people into toads or was |ooking
for her Prince Charming, | couldn't tell. But other than her there was no one else in camp between the
ages of five and twenty. Thetoddler set waswell represented, though, by amost half adozen little kids.
They moved inasmdl herd, hardly ever more than an arm'slength away from one another, ralling in the
dirt, chasing each other with small tree branches, and terrorizing the camp's two mutts by tugging on their
tallsand yanking on their ears. They were just kids, probably the only normal-acting group that 1'd seen
sncewaking.

I'd never paid much attention to kids, never having redlly known any, but these children made me fed
good. They wereasmal dice of normalcy in an otherwise totally insane Situation.

| had been silent for severa minutes after Robin had asked me about his Band. He had been Sitting
patiently, staring into thefire.

“Y ou have agood group of people,” | told him, and | really meant it. The sSincerity that | heard in my own
voice probably surprised me much morethanit did Robin.

“Feding rested?’ he asked.

| just nodded. | had been watching Tom. Helay inthedirt. Still grinning, he snored loudly. One of his
hands was wrapped tightly around the ankle of my boot and the other clutched his bundle of rags.

“There's someone who's been waiting to meet you,” said Robin in avery serious-sounding voice.

| turned to him. Hisface looked drawn. The fire was reflected in hisnow dark eyes. “It isGod'swill,” he
sad.

| continued to smile but felt mysdlf twitch insde. | had purposdly not been asking them questions, hoping
to learn what was going on and perhaps to understand what had happened to me by simply observing
them. | was afraid that by asking any direct questions | might stumble over some sort of religious taboo. |

could bein rea danger if | was going to be grilled by a priest, or whoever acted astheir link to God. The
fact that their witch doctor had so far remained hidden from me was not agood sign.

Robin waved behind us, to someone who must have been waiting in the dark. Straining my eyes, | could
see shadows move.



“Thefair Joan will revea to you your destiny,” said Robin, sounding asif he were reciting from some
memorized scripture.

| felt mysdf tighten ingde, and my gutstwigt. If there was anyone who needed his destiny reveded, it was
certainly me. Thewholething hit just alittle too close to home.

She stepped into the firelight. She was smdll, bardly five foot, but she looked strong, and powerful. At
most she was perhaps twenty-five years old, but it was hard to tell. There was an ageless quality to her.
Her blond hair was cut short, amost page-boy style, and her eyes were narrowed to dits. Her
cheekbones|ooked unnaturally high, and her lipswere red and moist. Thiswasthe type of face that
covered fashion magazines. innocence on the surface, but something dmost animal-like within. Across her
chest shewore some sort of tightly woven meta material that was decorated with astylized,
golden-maned lion. She wore camouflage-type fatigues for pants, and heavy black boots smilar to mine.
Clenched in both hands was the jeweled hilt of alarge, gleaming, sted sword. Its point was planted firmly
in the ground between her feet. | looked once more at her face, and her eyes were now opened wide,
garing into the fire. They were amond-shaped, showing the presence of Asian genes, but there was
something within those eyes that had nothing to do with any human heritage. Her pupils were green and
dit.

She had cat-eyes.

Robin bent his head and offered his hand, pam up, toward her. “John Smith, | present to you Joan of
Arc”

Shedid not smile, or even nod. Her jaw was clenched, and the muscles at the base of her neck
quivered.

| didn't say aword. | should have expected something like this. At any Funny Farm, Joan of Arc would
be avery popular modd. If you were looking for someoneto talk to God on your behdf, and to revesl
destinies, Joan of Arc would be agood candidate.

“Wemust talk now,” she said in avoice that was deep and rich, amost in direct contrast to her smal
feminineframe.

She offered me her hand. Reaching out, | took it. She squeezed with an unbelievably powerful grip. |
began to stand, and heard Tom's snore cut off. He moved in thedirt and | could see hislipstwitching, as
if within his dreams he could speak like any norma man. | started to bend down, knowing that I'd have
to pry his hand away from my boot before | could move.

“Tom,” shesaid loudly, “comewith ud”

Tom sat straight up, without the dightest hesitancy. He was on hisfeet and walking into the darkness
before | could even straighten up.

People listened to thislady. I'd have to watch myself.

We had moved perhaps a hundred yards away from the campfire, and had sat down intall grass. She
offered me one of her hands and Tom offered me one of his. Then both of them held their free hands
together. Leaning their heads back, they looked into the night sky.

When in Rome do as the Romans do.

| leaned my head back. | opened my eyeswide. In the glare of the campfire | had not really been ableto
seethe night sky. Out here, in the dark, nothing obstructed the night.



Thesky wasdivewith lights.

Thisiswhat | had seen the night before, when | had lain a the bottom of the hill beneath Dummar. At the
timeit had seemed so strange, S0 impossible, that | had put it out of my mind. But tonight, only asingle
glance at those streaking points of light and | knew exactly what they were—satdllites. There were
literally hundreds of them, some as bright as Venus and some so faint that | could only make them out
with my more sengitive periphera vison. A few flew true west-east and some perpendicular to that path
inapolar orbit, but most tracked through the sky on some trgjectory in between. It looked asif the sky
wasdivewith cosmic fireflies

During my eighty-year absence, it definitely looked asif man had not turned his back on space. Thiswas
visua confirmation of what | had mysterioudy learned about Tom's history and hisvisit to thefar sde of
the moon.

They dropped my hands, then raised their hands skyward, palms up. | followed suit. | knew absolutely
nothing about Joan of Arc, except that | didn't want to cross her. I'd met few people that radiated the
sense of will that | felt pouring from her. | think she could have backed any department manager at
Dummar into acorner and had him begging for mercy long before he could so much as pull out aview
graph, or complain about budget congtraints.

“Know me, God. Know me, God. Know me, God,” we chanted for what seemed to be the standard
fifteen seconds. We then lowered our hands, dropping them into our laps.

“Late yesterday afternoon,” she said, sounding asif she were beginning a sermon, “God spoketo me.”

| dmost jJumped, asahand, pdm flat, pressed against my chest. It was hers. | could fed the warmth of it
coming through my thin shirt.

“Hetold me of the coming of astranger, who would appear in the Southern Canyon. He would cdll
himself John Smith. He would have no knowledge of thisworld or of hisdestiny. God instructed me as
His messenger to reved to you the nature of your task, and the ways of theworld. Tom inssted that he
go and find you.”

| could hardly imagine Tom ingsting about anything, but there was no denying that he had found me. But
even o, | wasn't about to believe that God was actudly talking to her. Knowing my name or that | had
arrived from the southern part of Maibu Canyon meant absolutely nothing. Everyonein camp knew that.
However, what suddenly made my skin crawl, and was raising goose bumps up and down my back, was
the redlization that what she was saying now was what Robin Hood had been referring to when he hed
firgt found Tom and mysdlf. They had been expecting me. But even more unsettling than that wasthe
way that she had described me. She said that | would have no knowledge of the world or of my destiny.
| had not et on to anyonein camp how stirange and confusing everything wasto me. And siranger ill,
the time that she was supposedly talking to God was just around the time that | had awakened at
Dummar. | was not about to believe that God had summoned me through eighty yearsin order to fulfill
some sort of prophesy, but | was certain that thiswoman could help me in understanding what had
happened to me. Everything was being cloaked in religious mumbo-jumbo, but when | scraped dl that
away an undeniable truth remained: She had known about me, and knew that 1'd be coming.

Eventhough | couldn't see her face, | could fed her eyes staring at me. “Y ou've been brought to this
world to vanquish the Supreme, and reingtate God to Histhrone. Y ou will build an army of followers,
and with that army, battle the Supreme in Heaven. Thiswill be accomplished within four days time.”

| blinked in dishelief. Thislady was serioudly deranged, but | knew that | couldn't afford to antagonize
her.



“Why four days?" | asked, trying to sound both sincere and interested.

Theweight of her hand disappeared from my chest. Her fingers wrapped around my chin. | didn't fight
her. Actudly, | don't think | could have. Shetilted my head back, amost toppling me over. | found
mysdlf looking at the number in the sky: 26.

“Infour daystime, the Supreme will have lowered the Speed Limit to zero. Anyone caught outside when
that happenswill be sent straight to Hell.”

The number had dropped by one. She had cdled it “the speed limit.” The speed limit of what?

“What doesit mean?’ | asked. If | wasto play the part of the unknowing stranger who was to be God's
savior, I'd at least have the chance to get afew of my questions answered.

“When the Bug destroyed the world many went directly to both Heaven and Hell, but there were those
of usheld in Limbo, who can only gain access to Heaven if we prove our worth. God has given usa
second chance. In Hiswisdom Herealized that our downfall was caused by the technology our world
had relied so heavily upon, so He limited it, dictating that no person could travel at a speed greater than
thirty kilometers per hour.”

“And if someone exceedsthe speed limit?’ | asked. Somehow, | couldn't picture God issuing traffic
citations.

“They'd be sent to Hell,” she answered.

That was a pretty severe punishment for atraffic violation. This sounded like ared Old Testament sort of
God. “And why isit now at twenty-sx?’ | asked.

“That isthe Supremé's doing. He once sat at the right hand of God, carrying out the Lord's businessin
thisworld. After the Bug, God sent his image to Earth. He showed us how to build the Church, how to
choose the Cardinals and Brothers, and how to look after the Mushies. But he became corrupt, coveting
God's power, and has now trapped our Lord in Heaven. The Supreme's plan is to decrease the Speed
Limit so he can send everyoneto Hell. By his own actions he has now reveded histrue sdf. The
Supreme and Lucifer are one and the same.”

“What aredl thelittlelightsin the sky?’ | asked, trying to change the subject, the entire concept behind
this church sounding totaly insane.

“The Eyes of God,” she answered, “but | fear that Lucifer now looks through them.”
| nodded.
A few pieces of this puzzle were sarting to fal into place.

Based on what I'd learned so far, and filtering out the religious hype that everything was coated in, | was
gtarting to put together afuzzy picture of what might have happened to the world. Sometime, probably
after 2072 judging by what | knew about Tom's history, the world had amost destroyed itself. Joan
caled it the Bug, so the destruction had probably come about from biological weaponry of some sort.
Most people had probably been killed outright, but even the survivors hadn't come out of it
clean—they'd had their brains scrambled. The worst of them seemed to be the Mushies, whose minds
were fried to the extent that hardly anything human remained, while the least affected till gppeared to be
intelligent but had al assumed bizarre persondities, based either on red or fictiond characters. Inthe
aftermath of al this some sort of religion had evolved, centered around the satdllite system. | wasn't yet
sure, but the bar codes on their hands, and the way that they were continualy holding them up to the sky,



probably indicated that the satellite system was capable of reading those codes. The system might have
been used in prewar daysto keep track of everyone. It was aso possible that this* speed limit” was
some sort of emergency measure that had been put into effect during the biological attack. If they had
been fearing invasion, to be able to restrict the speed that any advancing force could travel would bea
red advantage. But | didn't have the dightest idea as to how that speed limit could be enforced. |
serioudy doubted that God had been enlisted to set up a dtrategic defensive system, in which, by smply
pointing His finger down toward any transgressor, the speedster would get tossed into Hell. | didn't have
al of the piecesyet, but | was beginning to get aglimmering of what thisworld was like and how it had
possibly cometo be.

But there was one large glaring impossibility about the entire thing—me. My world was 1990 Southern
Cdifornia, not someworld eighty yearslater where the survivors of abiologica war livedina
make-believe world generated by their scrambled brains, and believed that God and Lucifer were
battling for the control of Heaven while they peered down at the world with the aid of surveillance
satellites

Parts of this nightmare had aframework of logic, but in that weird logic there was definitely no room for
me. | smply should not be here.

“We arethefirg two of your army,” she said, “mysdf and Tom. | will be your counsd, but you are God's
savior. You will lead and we will follow you. What are your orders?’ In the dark, | could seethe outline
of her head bending down before me. Shetruly believed. She didn't have the dightest doubt that she was,
about to set out on aholy quest. She had the Joan of Arc persona down pat.

“Givemeyour hand,” | said. | wanted to seeif | could find out who she redly was—who she had redly
been. Again she placed her hand on my chest. | pulled it away and turned it over. Therewas only
garlight and that large glaring number to light the night, but the bar code on her hand seemed to glow.

“Do you know what that means?’ | asked.

| could hear her suck down abreath. “Y ou can see our inner salves?’ she asked.
That was a strange way to refer to the codes, but it was actually pretty accurate.
“Yes” | sad.

“Only the Eyes of God can see our inner salves. It isfurther proof that you are God's savior. He letsyou
seewith Hiseyes”

That confirmed what | had aready thought. The satellite system could read the bar codes. Whoever
controlled and could use that system could keep track of everyone. That was afrightening thought. But
even more frightening was the fact that | could see the bar codes while others apparently could not.
Why?1 didn't have the dightest idea. | pulled Joan's hand close to my face and stared at the code.

Thistimeit was nothing like the mental explosion | had experienced when | had looked at Tom's hand.
Everything that was her, before the Bug, was now smply in my head, asif it had dways been there.

And it probably aways had been in my head, just hidden away, accessible only when | read the bar
codes. | didn't dwell on that thought. It implied that buried somewhere deep in my head might bethe
details of thousands, maybe millions of peopl€slives. It was animpossibility that | didn't want to think
about. It was just too strange. | concentrated instead on what | had so suddenly learned about Joan.

Joan of Arc was born on January 11, 2054, and had been a Recreationa Specidist Grade4 in



someplace called the Bev Center Complex. Her name from birth had smply been Tiffany 12. Thetitle
was fancy, but judging by her financid transactions and client list it looked asif she had been nothing
more than a high-class hooker. She had been born and bred for it. Concelved at someplace called
Bio-Entertainments, the company had owned her, heart and soul, even before she was born.

Her surgica record wasimmense. It explained both the eyes and the strength of her grip. She'd been
modified. Sheld had awhole series of brain implants, most of which were used for surveillance purposes
in order to spy on clients. | looked deeper into her medical record. The surgery had been more than just
cosmetic. Shed been altered right down to the genetic level. She was no longer even human. If she had
ever had any children they would have carried dl her uniquetraits, including her cat-eyes. But that had
never happened, and it never would happen. She was sterile. That had been in her original design.

Her GPI was not listed. | il did not know what GPI meant, but apparently it was reserved only for
those deemed human. And Tiffany 12 had not been so lucky. She had been apiece of furniture, a chunk
of meat, something to be bought, sold, and traded—nothing more.

| gently dropped her hand.

Two daysago | had lived contentedly in my one-bedroom apartment, working my way up the Dummar
corporate ladder. Today, Joan of Arc expected me to start off on a quest to rescue God.

Nothing in lifeis guaranteed. That'sfor damn sure.

CHAPTER 4
Cardinal Bonaparte

Someone shook my shoulder.

No longer adeep but not quite awake, | wasn't yet willing to open my eyes. It wasn't that | was il
holding on to some fal se hope and expecting to wake up between the starched white sheets of a hospital
bed.

No.

That hope had faded avay sometime yesterday, as| had trudged up Malibu Creek. I'd accepted the fact
that | was here, and that | would smply have to ded with what I'd found. | might not likeit, but liking
thingsrarely has any bearing on redlity.

The smple reason that | wasn't yet ready to face the day was that | am not what would be called a
morning person. When that particular personaity trait was coupled with an incredibly soft and warm
down-filled deeping bag, the result wasthat | wasin no way ready to launch off on aquest to reingtate
God in Hisrightful dot in Heaven. Besides, | think it'sjust agood basic rule to never start out on aquest
before high noon—eleven at the very earliest.

Someone kicked mein the side.
“Leavemedone!” | yelled, but the damage had been done. My eyes were open.

Joan hovered over me. She was not smiling, but of course that was no real surprise. She was not exactly
the smiling type. Religion was far too seriousfor smiles.

“Eat this,” shesad.



“This” looked like half aloaf of bread, an aready peeled orange, and a stainless stedl-looking cup that |
assumed held something to drink.

| ill lay flat on my back, making absolutely no effort to move. “I'm not hungry,” | said. My teeth felt
gticky. I had been flashed into thisinsane asylum with so little notice that | hadn't had timeto pack a
toothbrush.

This apparently wasn't what Joan wanted to hear. Grabbing me by both shoulders, she jerked meinto a
gtting position and pushed me completely out of the deeping bag. Before | even realized what was
happening to me | was leaning againgt asoft, warmwall.

Dragging ahand across the stubble on my chin and then rubbing aballed hand in my eyes, | glanced to
my left. It sounded like feeding time at the zoo. Tom was just afew feet away from me, apparently eating
breakfast—or quite possibly inhaling breskfast. “Hi,” he said, as he looked over a me.

| managed anod, but then had to look away. He seemed to have his entire chunk of bread stuffed into
his mouth, yet he was till attempting to squeeze in severa orange dices. Milk had dribbled into hisbeard
and the entire front of his shirt was damp, covered with orange rinds and wet bits of bread. Just watching
him made my stomach quesasy.

Joan crouched down in front of me and stared at me with her green cat-eyes. She shook the loaf of
bread under my nose. “You will eat now," shesaid. “I don't want you faling in battle dueto alow
blood-sugar level.” She then waved the orange under my nose.

| pushed both of them away. Under other circumstances | might have laughed at the prospect of Joan of
Arc lecturing me on aspects of blood chemistry, but | just wasn't in the mood, especially not after sheldd
mentioned something about a battle. | knew Joan wasn't one for idle conversation.

“Battle?’
“God spoke to me about an hour ago,” she said, asif that should be sufficient explanation.

“Wonderful,” | said. “Was Hejust saying good morning, or did He possibly pass on afew details of this
impending baitle?’

Sarcasm was wasted on Joan. Her jaw was clenched tight, and her entire face had becomefilled with a
look of deadly seriousness. Her eyes had even stopped blinking. “God told me that the Supreme has
requested that Cardina Bonaparte become personaly involved in your capture. | was assured that the
force hewill be bringing will certainly be more formidable than the one Brother that the Supreme first sent
after you.” She glanced over her shoulder, and through the open doorway of the cubbyhole we had spent
the night in. “They should be arriving any minute,” she said while still looking through the doorway,
sounding asif thiswere just some casud, unimportant detail. Turning back to face me, she once again
was pushing an orangein my face.

Any conversation with Joan was guaranteed to generate total menta overload, and this one had been no
different. I not only wanted to know if this Cardinal Bonaparte wasin fact some nut case who believed
himsdlf to be the Napoleon Bonaparte, but aso thistalking to God business was driving me crazy. | had
told no onein camp about killing the man back at Dummar, but Joan had somehow managed to find out
about it. | wasn't yet ready to believe that she wastalking to God, but she damn well wasin contact with
someone who knew ahell of alot about what was going on. Unfortunately, questions about this al-seeing
individua would just have to wait. Apparently | was only minutes away from getting my ass blown off.
That took precedence.



| grabbed my boots, stuffed my feet into them, and started tying laces.
“How many waysin and out of these caves?’ | asked.

| looked up at her, and the surprised expression on her face told me everything—absolutely everything.
Therewasjust one way out.

“Just themain one,” she said. Her perpendicular pupils dilated. “Why would we need more than one?’

“Because with only oneexit,” | said, practicaly yelling a her, “asingle person with apopgun could keep
al fifty of ustrgpped in here!”

“We don't want to hide from them,” she said.

“Get up, Tom,” | said, dready standing mysdlf, ignoring for the moment her last totdly irrationa
comment. Hiding from them wasthe one and only thing that | wanted.

Tom stood quickly, bread till dangling from his mouth. His bundle of ragswas dready tied acrosshis
chest. At least he was ready to move out. He was coming with me. | owed him that much. Hed saved
my life at Dummar, and now thiswas my chance to even the books. | looked over at Joan.

“We do want to hide from them!” | yelled at her. “I don't know what games you're planning to play, but
I've dedlt once before with these people. The result was a dead man.”

“There's nothing to worry about,” she said. “God was on your side that first time, and He will be on your
sdethistime. God has given you the power to keep us all safe”

| groaned insde. Thiswas atypical response of religious types. When things started looking bad it was
aways God who was supposed to bail them out. In thelong brutal history of mankind, those with the
deepest belief in God were usudly those who had their guts splattered the farthest when things got redly
nasty. But | couldn't et that happen to her. She was my key to understanding what had happened to me,
and | was not about to let that key get smelted down into amolten blob because of her irrational,
al-consuming belief in God. But | couldn't wait here forever, not even for the chance of understanding
what had happened to me. | gave her one more chance, playing the only card | had.

“God told you to follow me, didn't He?” | asked. | was dready at the doorway that lead to the main
cavern.

“Of course,” she said, sounding almost offended.
“Thenwe leave, and we doit right now,” | said. “Moveit!”

Sheraised her eyebrowsin asurprised reaction but she moved, running right by me, with Tom next to
her.

| followed them out.

At firgt | thought the entire main cavern was dready deserted, but as | turned through the doorway and
ran toward the narrowing end of the cavern | saw them.

They all milled around the cave exit.
“Getout!” | yelled.

None of them moved.



| hit the back of the crowd and began to shove and push my way through. | knocked Oliver Hardy
sguare on hisfat ass, and then ran right over the femae version of Friar Tuck, stepping on her large
stomach. Pushing through the last row of them, | almost scrambled out of the cave.

Just as | had done a Dummar, | grabbed a handful of the cave's soft wall and pulled mysdlf to ahalt.

Four flying saucer-like vehicles stood in the compound in front of the cave. Over ahundred men and
women stood around them. M ost wore some sort of form-fitting white body armor, but the few who
didn't wore red berets. Suddenly aloud, thundering roar, sounding something like the whine of ajet
engine, filled the Sky. Another flying saucer swooped down from over agrove of oaks. It wasredly
nothing more than a platform mounted on spindly legs, with ahaf-dozen turbines attached to its
perimeter. Sitting in the center of it were a couple of dozen assorted people. It landed, momentarily
engulfed in acloud of dust and swirling leaves that was kicked up by its backwash.

Joan was now by my side, and reaching over her shoulder pulled her sword from out of its scabbard.
Holding it double-handed, she pointed its sted tip toward those that were forming askirmish linein front
of the cave.

“We have them where we want them,” she said, sounding incredibly satisfied.

| looked over at her. Her eyeswere wide and wild. She was not only aloon, but suicidal aswell. Those
out in the compound were carrying weapons that ran the gamut from primitive-looking spears al the way
up to cannon-like devices. One of those cannons aone could probably bring down the entire mountain
this cave was burrowed into.

“Has everyone here known, for the past hour, that these troops would be arriving?’ | asked her. |
couldn't believe that fifty people could be so incredibly stupid. But then | reminded mysdlf that | shouldn't
ignore the power of rdligion.

She nodded at me.
We were dead.

And beforewe weredl killed I'd probably losetotal control of my body, go running out into the
compound, and rip severa of them apart with my bare hands before | was vaporized.

A hand grabbed my shoulder from behind. | soun on my hedl, clenched my right hand in afist, and was
ready to smash whoever was touching me. | wouldn't go down without afight.

Tom smiled a me. His eyeswere more aware, and more focused, than I'd ever seen them. Hissmile
turned to asmirk and, rolling his eyeballs, he nodded to me. The communication was asilent one, but |
had no trouble in understanding the message.

| felt my body relax.

We'rereally screwed, hisface had said, but keep your head, and you might just be able to save our
asses.

| dropped my fist to my side, then nodded back at him. He was right. We could take advantage of what
dim chance might present itself only if we kept calm. | turned back to face the compound. A wide
assortment of psychos now surrounded the cave entrance in asemicircle. They stood abouit five deep.

Robin Hood was standing a my right, and leaning toward me he whispered, “ God's brought you here.
His power isnow yours.” He then stepped back behind me.



Except for Joan, who seemed ready to digpatch anything that breathed straight to Hell, it didn't look like
I'd be getting any help from the rest of them. They must have dl believed that God's miracles would be
flowing directly through me. Wouldn't they be surprised when they saw me get transformed into
bite-sized chunks.

| took asingle step forward, | had heard it said somewhere once before, probably in some movie, and
probably by some actor who had never faced anything more threatening than a bad review, that “the only
good defenseisagood offense.” Astrite as that might have sounded, it was probably our only chance.

“I'm John Smith!” | yelled, certain that should generate some action.
| was not disappointed.

A man walked briskly forward, took an additional severa paces past the furthermost of the troops, then
stopped. A man and an old woman appeared from behind him, suddenly flanking him.

| had to be facing Cardina Bonaparte.

He had on along-tailed blue crushed-velvet waistcoat, agold vest, and a pink rutted silk shirt. He wore
white tightsfor pants, and instead of a belt hiswaist was wrapped in awhite cummerbund. His
knee-length black riding boots were polished mirror-smooth.

Surprisingly, he did not have one hand shoved inside of hiswaistcoat. This man did not appear to bethe
standard nuthouse Napoleon. He stood at least six foot eight, and must have weighed in at nearly three
hundred pounds. He wore Coke bottle-thick, tortoise-shell horn-rimmed glasses, and asmall set of
headphones dangled from around his neck. In the quiet that had arrived with hisentrance | could just
barely hear the music coming from his headphones. It was heavy and thunderous music, sounding very
Wagnerian.

Napoleon, aswell asthe two who stood by hissides, al wore black gloves. | didn't missthe significance
of that. Their bar codes were hidden from sight.

“A pleasure, gr,” he said, and bowed dightly at the waist. He then snapped his fingers, and the man at his
Sde, wearing alarge floppy sombrero and with belts of ammo draped across his chest, unfolded asmal
stool he had been holding and placed it directly behind him. Reaching behind himsalf, Napoleon flicked
back thetails of his coat and sat. Even seated, he was till dmost astdl as those who stood around him.

“I am Cardinal Napoleon Bonaparte of the Church of Limbo, and Emperor of France. | am hereto carry
out the business of the Supreme. Under pleasanter times | would have entertained you properly, as befits
someone of your stationin life,” he said, “but as you well know, time runs very short.” Hetook aquick
glance over his shoulder and looked up into the sky.

| also looked: 23.

It had dropped by another three kilometers per hour. | didn't know if Napoleon believed the Speed Limit
story that Joan had told me, but he obvioudy thought those numbersin the sky were going to trandate
into something very real happening down here on the ground.

“In order to save time, and to demonstrate my sincerity, thereis something | wish to show you,” said
Napoleon. He raised one gloved hand. “Volunteers, take one step forward.”

In mass, dl of histroops—and it looked asif there were at least one hundred of them—took one step
forward.



Smiling, Napoleon pointed at someone halfway aong the semicircleto hisleft. That someonewas an
American Indian, complete with afeather-adorned red beret and atomahawk. He stepped forward.
Turning sharply, he marched, and then halted in front of Napoleon. He knelt down on his knees and

bowed his head.

“I do not makeidlethreats,” said Napoleon, who pulled what looked like asmdl dueling pistol from his
jacket and pressed its barrdl against the Indian's head. “If | say something will happen, it happens.”

The Indian raised his hands skyward, palmsflat. “ Accept me, Supreme!” he screamed into the sky.
Bang!

The back of the Indian's head exploded outward, brain, blood and bone splattering into the dirt. The
Indian collgpsed to the ground.

Those at my back took a collective breath, and | could fed them all take a step back. That single shot
hed transformed their once invincible godly armor from half-inch-thick stedl plate into transparent
gossame.

Napoleon dropped the pistol to the ground.

“This devout Brother has been sacrificed only for the good of al of ushere,” said Napoleon. “My
sincerity has been demongtrated. If you, John Smith, do not walk forward, and join me on my hexprop,
you will force meinto unleashing my righteous followers.” He pointed toward the cave. “ That action will
result in the death of al those good people who stand behind you.” He smiled in an anima sort of way,
baring histeeth. Standing, he stepped over the body of the dead Indian. “ The choiceisyours, John
Smith.”

The choicewas mine. | could stand and fight, which would result in the degth of everyone dong with my
own capture or death, or | could surrender myself. The only difference between the two choices was that
the first ensured the deaths of Robin Hood's band.

That was no choice.

| walked from the entrance of the cave. A dozen paces brought me up to Napoleon. With the morning
sun at hisback, | wastotally engulfed by his shadow.

Hereeked of roses. Again he gave methat fera smile. “Friends of yours?’ he asked. He was |ooking
over my shoulder.

| turned dowly. Behind me Stood Joan and Tom. “Go back,” | said dowly and deliberatdly, stressing
both words.

They did not move.
“Nonsense,” said Napoleon. “1'd be honored if your friendswould join us.”

| turned back toward him but he was no longer there. He had taken severa steps back, and in his place
now stood the sombreroed Mexican. In his hands he held a gray toaster, identical to the one that the
gpaceman had aimed at me.

“Pleasant dreams, sefior,” he said. He smiled, exposing stainless-sted teeth.
Something tickled ingde of my head. | heard both Tom and Joan crumple into the dirt behind me.



Invisible fingers squeezed my brain.

| lost dl control of my body. Again something esewasin charge. But thistime, instead of lashing out and
attacking, | stiffened like a chunk of wood and dropped toward the ground. | hit the dirt still fully
conscious, my eyes wide open and staring up at the entrance of the cave.

Robin Hood and severa of hismen had their bows nocked. Possibly they'd fight now, having seen that |
obvioudy was not being protected by God.

“Now!” bellowed Napoleon from somewhere behind me.
Pzzzzz!

In oneinstant fifty people had filled the entrance of the cave. In the next it was choked with alarge
mound of bloody dime. Red mist hung intheair.

They had not even had time to scream.

| could not close my eyes, could not turn my head. Lying lessthan an arm'slength in front of mewasa
wire coat hanger, twisted and mangled, covered in duminum foil. It had been the little girl's magic wand.
A smal and gtill-smoking hand clutched it.

It wasthelast thing | saw before something was pulled across my eyes.
“Removeit.”
Someone pulled the leather blindfold off me. It had smelled of sweat and blood.

| wasin adungeon. It was not Smply some rat-infested subbasement of a prison, but an authentic,
pluck-out-their-eyebal |s-with-metal-tongs, strap-them-to-the-rack-and-crack-their-bones type dungeon.
It smelled like an open cesspool, and al-too-human-looking bones were strewn across the floor. | was
hanging against what felt like astonewall. My arms had been pulled up above my head, and | assumed
they were somehow shackled by the wrists. But | couldn't tell. | had no fedings below my ebowsand |
couldn't move, my body ill not answering me.

“Welcome,” said Napoleon. He was seated severd feet in front of me, hislittle wooden stool sunk
halfway down into the mucky floor. He waved alaced handkerchief in front of hisface.

The scent of roses drifted over me.
“Animate him,” said Napoleon. “1 wish to hear him whimper.”
The Mexican stepped into my field of vision and again pointed the gray toaster at me.

The instant before the tendonsin his hands flexed | felt control return. Once more, whatever had taken
control of my body released me. | tilted my head up imperceptibly.

Again something tickled in the back of my head.

| looked down a Napoleon. | had one chance here and now to set the tone between us. I'd pegged him
asthe type of man to jump on someonesfearslike acat going for amouse. If | gave him the dightest
opening he'd take advantage of it and then shred me.

“These accommodations are not to my satisfaction,” | said with al the arrogance | could muster.



Napoleon smirked and, squinting at me from behind histhick glasses, gently clapped his gloved hands. “It
isapleasant departure to meet aman of spirit,” he said. “It will makeit al that much more enjoyable
when | sngp you intwo like abrittletwig.” For emphasis, he pretended to hold atwig between his hands
then flicked hiswrigts. “But before we begin the unpleasantries, | think it only proper and fitting thet |
introduce you to those individuas who will be extracting theinformation | require.”

The two who had stood by him outside of Robin Hood's cave once again flanked him.
“Tomy left,” said Napoleon without bothering to ook in that direction, “is Brother Pancho Villa”

A grinning Pancho waded through the muck on the floor and, standing beneath me, unzipped thefly of his
jeans.
He pissed down my leg.

“Niceto meet you, gringo,” he said, while smiling up a me. Hetwirled thetips of his mustache with his
big splayed fingers. His breath probably could have killed small animals.

“Pleased to meet you,” | said, deciding right then and there that if he meant to kill me, I'd get him mad
enough s0 hed smply punch aholein my chest, and not start plucking eyeballs and snapping bones. |
looked down at my wet pant leg. “A very impressivetrick,” | said. “ Did you learn it from your dog? Or
perhaps it was something taught to you by your mother.”

Hejerked both pistols out of his holsters and cocked them.

It would be infinitely better to be killed quickly, with abullet in the head, than to dieasmall pieceat a
time at the hands of these wackos. | closed my eyes.

“No!” shouted Napoleon.

| felt nothing explode through my head. | dowly reopened my eyes. Pancho's guns were back in their
holgters.

“WEll ded with thislater,” Pancho said in ahiss, and then stepped back.
| only managed anod. My plan had dmost worked. Almost.
“Tomy right,” said Napoleon, “is Brother Lizzie Borden.”

Lizzielooked like the photos my parents had shown me of my grandmother. Apple-checked and
white-haired, Lizzie curtseyed, which caused the bottom of her white-laced dressto drag in thefilth of
the dungeon floor. She reached within the folds of her dressand pulled out arusty-looking ax, which she
waved at me. “Be agood boy, Johnny,” she said. *Y ou don't want to make me upset.” She smiled. She
had no lower teeth.

“Now that you've met my helpful staff,” said Ngpoleon, “we should get down to business.” Again he
waved the handkerchief in front of his nose. The cloying scent of dead roses drifted over me once more.
“What | require of you isactudly quite smple, Mr. Smith. All | want to know iswhy the Supremeis
interested in you.” He laced hisfingers behind one of hisknees.

| wanted to smile, but didn't.
Power politics.

Severd things had suddenly become crystal-clear. The spaceman who had tried to grab me at Dummar



had worked for the Supreme, the guy who ran this Church of Limbo. Joan had told methat. Now, in
theory, Napoleon was a cardina in that church, also answerable to the Supreme, but it looked asif there
wasn't exactly asmooth flow of information occurring between Napoleon and his boss. Napoleon
wanted to find out what the Supreme wanted with me, probably in the hope of somehow using that
information against the Supreme.

And what did the Supreme want with me? If | was to believe what Joan had told me the Supreme was
probably smply after my ass, operating under the same insane fantasy that so many of these wackos
suffered from, beieving that | was going to try to kill him in order to save God. Asbizarre asdl that
sounded, it was possibly just crazy enough that Napoleon might believeit.

“The Supremethinksthat I'm going to try to kill him.”

Napoleon smiled and then, looking over at Pancho, nodded.

Pancho hustled over to me and, making afist with hisright hand, cocked back hisarm.
“No!” | screamed, trying to tighten my gut muscles.

Pancho hit me with everything he had, throwing hisweight into it.

Air exploded out of me and tears streaked my face. | couldn't breathe. But | felt no pain.
“I don't think so, Mr. Smith,” said Napoleon.

Straining, | forced atrickle of air back into my lungs.

Napoleon stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I'll tell you what | think,” he said. “I believe that the Supreme
discovered something about the Labs and sent you down to investigate. I'll further speculate that when
you found the information he sought, that instead of reporting back you killed your compatriot and
decided to try to cut anew deal.” Napoleon looked around the dungeon, first at Pancho and then at
Lizzie, thelook on hisface tdling them just how unwise that would beif they tried it with him. “| believe
that you've obtained the codes that can bring down the Los Angeles Quad Walls.” He stopped speaking,
and his eyes seemed to focus on something far away, something well outside the dungeon wails. “ Tel me
I'mright,” he said dreamily, “and I'll cut that dedl with you.”

Quad Walls.

| felt aninvisble and rusted nail dowly being inserted into the base of my skull. | wanted to scream but
was beyond screaming. If | screamed | would shatter. The rusty nail pried open ahidden door that was

degp within my brain.
The dungeon was gone.

| stood in adesert, before anearly invisible“Quad Wall.” It was nothing more than adistortion, a
shimmering chunk of air. | reached forward to touch it, to try to penetrateit. It was warm and soothing.

Thunder exploded from somewhere far above me.

From somewhere hundreds of kilometers above, in orbit.
My hand vanished.

| pulled back a blackened wrist stump.



“The codes!”

| blinked.

The hidden door in my head snagpped shut. But what 1'd seen within that door till remained.
| was back in the dungeon.

Pancho still stood beneath me, hisarm cocked. “That'sright,” | said. “I've got the codes to bring down
the Los Angeles Quad Walls.” | breathed deeply. | had no codes. But at least now | did know what a
“Quad Wdll” was. It was aline, aninvisblelinethat you couldn't cross, aline that surrounded al of
Southern California. If you stepped acrossit, something from orbit would fire down on you and you
would be vaporized—blown into charcoaed bits and pieces.

Pieces snapped together.
The Speed Limit.

The Quad Walls and the Speed Limit were both enforced by something in orbit, something that would
vaporize you if you moved too quickly or tried to pass a Quad Wall boundary.

And that something wasn't God hurling down lightning bolts.
It was atightly focused infrared laser beam.

It wasdl inmy brain, just like the information about Tom and Joan. Oneinstant it hadn't been there, and
inthe next it filled my heed.

But there were no codes. Those | didn't know.
Napoleon stood. “Give methose codes,” he said, speaking in very emperor-like tones.

| gared him straight in the eye. “2DOBI87,” | said without the dightest hesitation. It wasthe license plate
number from my Toyota.

Napoleon again nodded his head to Pancho.

Again ar exploded up from my lungsand again | felt no pain. Asgrateful as| wasfor the miraculous
absence of pain, | knew that my body, even though a new-and-improved version of the onel had once
had, couldn't take much more of this punishment. A few more hitslike that would rupture my guts or pop

my spleen.
“We both know that couldn't possibly be the configuration,” said Napoleon. “Try again.”

“Screw yoursdlf,” | hissed.

“That'snot it, either,” said Napoleon, shaking his head sideto side.

| closed my eyes. Somehow | knew that thislast punch would kill me.
“Wait,” said Napoleon.

Nothing exploded into my midsection. | opened my eyes.

“Asenjoyable asdl thishasbeen,” said Ngpoleon, “I wouldn't want to kill you prematurdly.” He stood.
“I believethat there isamore efficient way to jar your memory.”



Tom and Joan!
“I don't know any goddamned codes!” | screamed.

“We will take atwo-hour break,” said Napoleon, paying no attention to what | had just screamed, “in
which | will let you vist with your friends and discussthislittle dilemmawith them. Possibly they can hdp
you remember. At the end of those two hourswewill all meet back here.”

Pancho moved toward me.

“But before you leave, | believe that Pancho has something of a persona nature that he wishesto discuss
with you.”

| tried to squirm into the rock wall at my back.

“Remember, no permanent damage,” reminded Napoleon.

CHAPTERS
Joe Average and Vlad Junior

| flew through the air, but for only asecond. | landed face-first, the impact shoving dirt and grave into my
mouth. It took al | had, every conscious thought, just to bresthe.

“Y ou've got about an hour and ahdf,” said Pancho cheerfully from somewhere behind me.

The only acknowledgment that | could give, indicating that | had heard him, was the fact that | continued
to breathe. There had been no pain throughout any of Pancho's“persond interview,” my body somehow
deadening itsdlf to it, but now | found myself incapable of moving. It was asif my body had turned off all
extraneous systems, choosing to sustain only the mogt vita like heart, lungs, and brain. It didn't fed asif
there were any broken bones, and there had actualy been very little blood. Pancho was amaster at his
craft.

“Y ou are to be congratulated,” said avoice.
Hands grabbed my Ieft shoulder and flipped me over like adab of besf.

The sky above was black, but the face looking down at me was bathed in harsh white light. It belonged
to abald man who wore araccoon-like mask over his eyes and alarge brassring through hisnose. His
left ear was no longer attached to his head but was encapsulated in ablock of transparent plastic that
dangled from asmadl stainless-sted stud protruding from the side of hishead.

“In the sx weeks and three daysthat I've been aguest at this delightful hideaway, run by our most
gracious hogt, Cardinal Bonaparte, they've taken twenty-six people through that door,” he said, while
pointing off to somewherethat | couldn't see. “Y ou're the first to be brought out that was till breathing.”
He smiled, exposing nearly trand ucent teeth that gleamed like shards of splintered ice.
“Congratulationd”

| tried to Sit. Nothing happened.
“Uhrf,” | managed to mumble.

The man looked away. “Grab hisfeet, Vlad,” he said. “Let's move him out of here and to amore
secluded areaover against the Barrier.”



Barrier.

Invisible ants nibbled at my brain. That hidden door cracked open once more. A Barrier was alocalized
verson of aQuad Wall. To move past it wasto find yoursdf transformed into a charcod briquette. The
door dammed shut.

Someone else grabbed my ankles and lifted my legs off the ground. The man's face vanished as he
grabbed me by the arms and jerked me up.

My head fell back and | found mysdf staring at an inverted pair of black-spotted yellow pants. The fabric
looked asif it had been skinned from a polyester leopard. My head bobbed up and down and my buitt
dragged in the dirt.

“Hold on,” said the man, “were aimost there.”

They stopped, and my feet hit the ground. He propped me up againgt awall—a soft, spongy-fegling
wall—aBarier. | was ableto swallow and to hold my head upright.

“Vlad, give me some water,” said the man.

Vlad moved into my field of vison. He was a child, no older than ten or eleven. Pasty-faced, heworea
pair of wraparound sunglasses. >From neck to toe he was cloaked in alarge tattered black cape. His
blond hair was combed straight back, dick and oily-looking. From beneath his cape he pulled out a
canteen and handed it to the man.

The canteen looked just like Tom's.

He put the canteen to my lips. Water filled my mouth, and my throat seemed to loosen as| automaticaly
swalowed. He didn't remove the canteen until | had drained it.

“Feding abit better now?" he asked chearfully.
| tried to stand, and actualy got my buitt off the ground before my shaking arms gave ouit.
“Where have you got to get to so badly?’ he asked.

| turned my head and stared at his raccoon eyes. Everything | had | put into my right hand and arm.
Reaching out, | grabbed him by the collar of his bright yellow raincoat. “I've got to find Joan and Tom,” |
said with acroaking voice.

“A woman with cat eyes, and ablond Mushie?’ he asked.
| nodded.

“I figured asmuch,” he said. “They hit camp thismorning at the same time they dragged abody bag into
Interrogation.” He thumped an index finger against my chest to emphasize that it had been mein that

bag.
He turned to the boy. “ Fetch them, Vlad,” he said. “ She was assigned to Ladora's House.”
Vlad crinkled his nose but said nothing. Swirling his cape, he ran down the hillsde.

| watched him until he vanished into a shantytown that spread out on the hills below us. The entire town
was surrounded by awaist-high Barrier and bathed in the light generated from banks of floodlights
suspended on large wooden towers. The lightsilluminated the entire place but they were focused at the



center of town onto asingle, large tower that dwarfed everything else by comparison. It dmost glowed in
the floodlights, its surface gpparently made of some brightly polished metal. | had little trouble making out
afigurethat stood on a platform attached to its pinnacle.

“It'sbeen adow day,” said the man. “By thistime of night there have usualy been at least ten people that
have gotten themsdvesfried in the name of God. Thisguy isonly number eight.”

| dowly turned my head, looking back toward him.

He amiled, and his teeth seemed to luminesce with asick green glow. “With the Speed Limit down to
nineteen kilometers per hour, thefrying just isn't dl that spectacular. They barely even clear the platform,
dropping lessthan five feet, before Thor friesthem.”

More pieces materialized.

It wasn't God who hurled down lightning bolts to vaporize those who moved faster than the Speed Limit,
or who crossed aBarrier or Quad Wall, but Thor. Thor was built of mirrors and sted, graphite
synthetics and computer chips. It would reach down from orbit with an infrared laser and "fry" you.

The figure walked to the edge of the platform.
“Watch!” said the man.
A digtant and invisible crowd roared.

Thefigure threw itself from the platform. It had barely dropped when it suddenly exploded into aball of
flame. Whoever that had been, he or she had exceeded the Speed Limit. Thunder echoed off the hills.

“Another idiot fried in the name of God,” said the man. Then he turned and sat in the dirt, facing me. “I
certainly hope you aren't one of these Church of Limbo types, waiting in line to get fried in the name of
God, to be absolved of al your sins against the Church.”

| shook my head.

“It'snot God,” | said. | reached within mysdlf, trying to see things that were there, but that were il
partialy hidden. Something molten dribbled over my brain. Again | saw desert, but it was no longer
deserted and empty, with just a Quad Wall running acrossit. The desert floor wasfilled to the distant
horizon with buildings. It was the Free Electron Laser Facility.

“Free Electron Laser,” | said in awhisper.
“Y ou've been out there?’

My eyesfocused and the desert vanished. The man had his plastic-coated ear in his mouth, sucking on it
asif it were anice cube. “Have you seen the Mojave node of the Thor Global Defensive Network?’

My hands shook and my legstwitched. | could fed the neuronsin my brain sputter and misfire. The
Mojave node. That waswhere Thor was—not in orbit. All that wasin orbit were the mirrors off which
the laser beam was bounced. All tracking and al laser beam generation took place out in the Mojave
Desert, about a hundred kilometers north of Los Angeles.

| knew that.

I'd dways known that, but had kept it hidden from myself.



Why?
Because knowledge kills.

My legs dowly stopped twitching and the burning in my head dulled. Knowledgekills. To know too
much, to remember too much will kill you. That too was something that | suddenly knew, something that |
had suddenly remembered.

“Never seen the node mysdlf,” he said, “ but I've always wanted to. Imagine a place with the power to
generate the two hundred Quad Sectors. Those pre-Bug boys, the oneswho built the old world, knew
ther physics”

Two hundred Quad Sectors.
Tearsran down my cheeks.
Knowledge kills.

The entire world was divided and sectored, locked away into two hundred little compartments that were
maintained by Thor. That's enough, | thought. My heart pounded, but the rhythm wasn't steady. It
lurched. | knew | wouldn't surviveif | remembered anymore.

“Who areyou?’ | asked in ashaking whisper, | had to hear something that was of no consequence,
something that | could focus on, but something that wouldn't force me into remembering. To remember
anything morewould kill me,

“Apologies,” he said, waving both his hands before hisface, and dowly bowing his head. “ Joe Average
at your service” Helooked up quickly and flashed measmile. “And my smdl friend,” he said, while
waving ahand in the direction of the town below us, “isVlad the Impaler, Junior.”

“Joe Average?’ | asked. My voice had steadied.

The burning in my head had lessened. | concentrated on hisface, on the shiny brassring through his
nose.

“Of course,” he said. Reaching into hisraincoat he pulled out asmal book, which he handed to me.

My fingers were stiff, but were working. They barely shook. | took the book from him. " Case Study:
Joe Average, The Norm Male: Outtown Los Angeles, 2070," | read out loud. | flipped it open. It was
severd hundred pages of atistics, charts, and extremely smdll print.

“That'sme,” Joe said proudly. “I'm a Doler, heart, soul, and brain ssem. Before the world got its
collective brains easten by the Bug, my typica day was acomplete and fulfilling adventure of 11.8 hours
of Trivid viewing, 2.7 liters of beer-consuming, and 1.8 grams of Narcanal-snorting. | can't read, can't
write, don't know the capitals of France or Germany, and haven't even heard of the Nile River. | have
sex 2.3 timesamonth, paying for it 1.6 of those times, and over my expected lifetime of 87.9 years|
should vist the Esterbrook Hills Zoo 11.3 times. My GPI isapathetic 68.” Smiling, he reached over and
took the book from my hands. “Thisisme,” he said, while shaking the book. He then stuffed it back
under hisraincoat.

Damn!

Hidden doors were opening.



My eydidsfluttered and something tightened across my chest. GPI was “ genetic potential index.” It
dictated what you'd bein life, what you'd be alowed to beinlife. A high number would condemn you,
make you unemployable, tel the world that you didn't have the genetic makeup to be anything
worthwhile.

It would make you a Doler—a discard to be warehoused until you died or killed yourself.
“No more!”

Hewaskilling me. Everything that he was and said opened something up within me, showed me
something of aworld that wasn't mine—aworld that | had no right to know anything abott.

“No more!”

Hisface hovered in front of me.

“Let mehdpyou.”

“No!”

Hewaskillingme.

Hisface vanished.

My chest loosened. | bresthed.

A fist moved before my eyes. It wasn't my fist. It waved in front of my eyes.
“Canyou sse me?’

“No,” | whispered.

Thefist uncurled itsdlf. A bar codefilled my vison, the lines seeming to crackle and glow with an
incandescent whiteness,

“No,” | pleaded.
Theworld vanished, and | felt mysdlf floating.

Thelife of Lyle Thadeus Hutchings was mine. Like Joan he had been owned, but not by any private
company. The state had owned him. He had received the best of everything. He had been genetically
tailored to become one of the dlite. But something had gone wrong, terribly wrong. At the age of
twenty-five, in 2071, he had been committed to the psychiatric ward of the Intown Citizens Hospital. He
was never released. The diagnosis changed on aweekly basis, but there was no cure and no real change
in his condition. He had lost dl conception of self. He would believe himsdlf to be everything from a1932
Packard, a German Shepherd named Boots, one or both of the moons of Mars (Phobos and Deimos),

or even apair of sunglasses. His GPI was designated a 3 at birth, but three weeks after admittance to the
Intown Citizens Hospital he was redesignated a 92. Apparently, his genes had been tweaked just alittle
too tightly.

“Drink this”

My eyesfocused—in atwisted and distorted sort of way. A flask hovered in front of me. It was dive
and dippery, looking asif it breathed, asif within it were a beating heart.



“Drink.”
My mouth opened.
Theflask moved.

Firefilled my mouth, burned my throat, and dribbled into my stomach. My head cleared, and feding
amost returned to my feet and hands. | pushed the flask away and reached behind myself, grabbing at
the Barrier.

“Could you help me up?’ | asked, as| tried to push up with one hand and bend my knees, trying to get
my legs undernesth me.

| could fedl thingsin my brain steady. Theliquor, that jolt of adcohol, had somehow shocked me, leveled
out brain wavesthat had dipped into chaos.

Joe stood, grabbed my free hand, and pulled me up.
Putting some of my weight against thewall at my back and locking my knees, | stood.

He moved close to me, until our noses were dmost touching. His breath rivaled that of Pancho's. “I hope
you redlize that both mysalf and VIad will be helping you in your escape attempt.”

“Escape?’ He had amogt killed me, and now he wanted to help me escape from this place? To escape
from Napoleon?

“Napoleon let you out of interrogation and into the genera population for only one reason. He wanted to
see who you contacted, so he could pick those people up. If he considers you important, hell aso
consider anyone you talk to asimportant.”

| stared into his ridiculous-looking face.

His brain was as warped and bent as everyone e sg'sin thisworld, but he wasn't supid. What he said
was completdly true. By smply looking in my direction he had probably condemned himself to whatever
fate would be waiting for me back in that dungeon.

“Then why'd you bring me over here?’ | asked.

“Theonly way out of hereisto get fried,” he said, as he pointed to the distant tower. “I figured that
anyone who was sharp enough to survive a sesson with Napoleon and his Brothers might just be smart
enough to figure away out of here. | decided to take that gamble.” He smiled.

Inal likelihood that gamble was going to get him fried before the sun rose.
“You're playing extremely long odds,” | said.
He continued to smile. “They'rethe only ones available”

Aningant ago | had wanted nothing more than to escape from this psycho, but something had suddenly
changed. He looked like a nightmare but he spoke just like Kent Cooper or Jack Behnke. He knew he
was screwed, but was trying to make the best of it. He was trapped, and doing whatever he could to try
to find away to survive.

Just likeme.



| leaned againgt the Barrier, wondering what | should do next. | turned around and found myself looking
up at adark deserted hillside.

“You aren't the suiciddl type, are you?’
| turned back toward him.

“Y ou jump that wall and you'll get two or three steps at the most. Long before the Supreme and the
Church of Limbo started using this place as a Detention Center, the pre-Bug world used it asa
Liquidation Center for illegal Fourth-Worlders that were captured in the Outtown Los Angelesarea. To
my knowledge, no one before or after the Bug has ever made it away from the Barrier without being
fried.”

Hetook astep away from me.
“Do you want to die?’

| could crawl over thiswall and dl thisinsanity would be over. It would all be over. A part of me wanted
to, a part of me was screaming to do it. But it was only apart, avery smal part. | stepped back from the
Barier.

“Welcome back to theland of theliving,” he said as he spit hisear out of his mouth and into his hand,
then hung it back on the stainless-stedl stud that protruded from the side of his head.

“John Smith!” yelled out adistant voice.

| turned. Already hafway up the hill was Tom, followed closely behind by Joan and then Vlad, with his
arms flapping and his cape fluttering. It had been Joan who had called out my name. | walked forward on
wobbly legsto meet them. Tom, kicking up dirt and diding to ahalt, was thefirst to reach me. He stood,
staring up at me with his sad dog-eyes.

“Hi,” he said between pants.

Reaching out, | gave him adap onthearm. “Hi yoursdf,” | sad. | even managed asmile. | had no idea
how | could tell him, much less make him understand, that he was less than an hour away from being
strung up in adungeon and being tortured to death by a psychotic in a sombrero.

It wasimpossible.

“I knew you'd escape,” said an out-of-breath Joan. She bent down, with hands against her knees, trying
to regain, her wind. She quickly stood straight. “I just knew you'd escape,” she said once again, then,
reaching out, wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. The air seemed to explode out of my chest.
Her tears ran down the side of my neck. She shook like adead leaf bardly clinging to atwig, asif
buffeted about in awindstorm.

| wrapped my own arms around her, gently stroking her back. Thiswasn't awomanin my arms but a
frightened child.

“It washorrible,” shewhispered in my ear. “They said | had thelook of an Entertainment Specidist, and
sent meto aplace caled Ladoras.” She then broke down completely, crying uncontrollably.

| held her tightly. They'd sent her to awhorehouse, seeing in her what she no longer saw in herself.

“You'resafenow,” | said, trying to comfort and console the same woman who, earlier in the day, had



been ready to take on ahundred of Napoleon's troops with only a sword.

She shook her head, and her wet cheek rubbed against the side of my neck. “Y ou don't understand,” she
said between hiccups and sobs.

All I could do was hold her.

“They forced me down, and they tied my hands and feet to the floor.”
She clung to me, trying to burrow into me.

“They took me,” she said in awhisper so quiet that | could barely heer it.
She shuddered in my arms. | continued to stroke her back.

“And | enjoyedit,” shesad, asif confessing to some murderous crime. “1 craved it.” Her knees suddenly
gave out, and my arms wrapped around her back were the only things holding her up.

She believed hersdlf to be Joan of Arc, avirgind, saintly soldier of God. But she was dso Tiffany 12,
geneticdly and surgically designed to be an organic, nonstop sex machine. Her body was designed for
sex, with her brain probably filling her with endorphins and adrendine, physicadly addicting her toiit.

| literdly pried her away from me, holding her out so she could see my face. “ God spoketo me,” | said,
feding aknifestab meinthegut asl said it. | had known her for lessthan aday, but here and now, in this
insane place, she suddenly seemed to mean more to me than anyone or anything | had ever known. And

| didn't know why. I'd never in my life seen anyone so vulnerable, seen anyone so in need of something.

She had somehow become afriend.

It made absolutely no sense. I'd known her lessthan aday. She was ardigious fanatic and had gotten me
captured by Napoleon. But ill, shefdt likeafriend.

Andyou don't lieto afriend.

But | wasn't strong enough to see her in such pain. She trusted and believed in me, and | was going to
usethat trust to lieto her.

“Hewastesting your strength for the job that liesbefore us,” | said, “and having passed Histest, He
wanted to ease your suffering, so He let your body enjoy the orded. It was His gift to you.”

Shewiped at her face. “Hetruly told you that?’ she asked, as she rubbed her eyeswith baled fists.
Reaching out, | hugged her again. “Of course,” | said, fedling like abucket of shit as| sad it.

Thistime she pried herself away, and looked up at me. “Y ou don't think any the less of me, do you?’ she
asked.

“That would beimpossible,” | said, and that was the total and complete truth. | managed not to
cry—Dbarely.

She amiled, but her chin il shook. “What happened to you?” she asked.

| took a deep breath. It was back to business. “We've got less than an hour to escape this place or all of
uswill bekilled,” | said. In comparison with thelie | had just told her, telling her that we were about to
diewas actudly easy.



“Then wed better escape,” she said, asif saying that would makeit so.

| nodded, and had to stifle alaugh. It felt incredibly good to have to stifle that laugh. She was so
unbdievably naive and trusting. “ Theré's no way out.”

“Not quitetrue.”
| turned.
Joewas stroking his chin, asif he had an invisble beard. “ The Barrier can be crossed a the Main Gate.”

That was enough for Joan. Turning, she dmogt lifted Tom from the ground, where he was intently
studying pebbles, and pushed him in the direction of the town. “Wed better hurry then,” she said as she
followed after him, not even looking back at me.

“Interesting,” said Joe, who jogged up next to me, carrying Vlad in hisarms. His plastic-coated ear
bobbed up and down. “1f by some miracle we do escape, | think traveling with you may prove extremely
interegting.”

The Main Gate wasjust that. Like everything el se around here it was part nightmare and part soundstage
from a studio back lot.

The Barrier had about a hundred-foot gap in it, and fit snugly into that gap was a castle plucked straight
from some King Arthur fantasy complete with moat and drawbridge—a drawn drawbridge. Red-bereted
sentries and what looked like apair of antiaircraft batteries were positioned high in the castle wdlls.

| walked to the edge of the moat. It was narrow, no more than fifty feet wide, and thefar Sdeended a a
solid wall of wet and mossy flagstone. Even if there had been some place to find atoehold, and sufficient
cracks and crevicesto climb up thewall, the sentrieswould have killed us before we'd even dived into
the water.

“Thisisthe only possible way out?’ | asked Joe.
“Thisisit,” he said, sounding not too pleased.

We were dead. We might be able to go back into the town and hide somewhere, but the outcome would
be inevitable. We'd be captured, tossed into the dungeon and tortured until | told Napoleon a code to
bring down the Los Angeles Quad Walls—a code that | had absolutely no knowledge of.

Joan paced the perimeter of the moat like a caged anima, with Tom dogging right behind her.

| felt ascream bubbling up from deep in my gut, formed by frustration and fedings of being so incredibly
inadequate for the situation | found mysdif in.

“No!” | screamed into the night sky, forcing the air up from deep in my lungs, tipping the back of my
throat raw.

“So sad!” said avoice that thundered from somewherein the castlewal. “But it was nice of you to bring
together al of your friends. It lookslikeit's going to be getting rather crowded in your dungeon cell.”
Deep, rumbling laughter echoed from the castle wall.

Theimage of the face that went aong with that voice had been burned into a permanent and deep place
ingde of my brain. Pancho Villawas somewherein that castle.

| suddenly knew that there was a chance. It was the remotest of chances, but a chance. In the dungeon



Pancho had nearly beaten me to desth, but hadn't been alowed to quite kill me. | might just be able to
get Pancho to come out of that castle, if he thought he could have another chance of killing me—a chance
to do what he wanted without Napoleon to stop him. But in order to do that he would have to lower the
drawbridge. That might give the others a chance.

“I've come for your mother, Pancho,” | yelled upward. “I've got afriend who has afondnessfor
livestock. He said hed give me apeso if | could bring him a suitable piece of meat.”

| waited for severa seconds. Not a sound came from the castle wall.

“I understand,” | called up. “But do me afavor—when you're done with her yourself, could you please
send her down?’

| had to wait only about half a second before he replied.

“Y aasaah!”

Wood and metal creaked. The drawbridge began to drop.

| motioned everyone toward me. All four of them huddled around me.

The drawbridge dropped to the dirt, only afew feet from the tips of my boots. It kicked up alarge cloud
of dust.

| didn't have long to wait.

Pancho stood at the far end of the drawbridge, with pistolsin both hands. Behind him, with weapons
drawn, stood at least twenty troopsin white body armor, along with another half-dozen in berets.

| shook my head. | had hoped that his machismo personawould have forced him to come down by
himsdf. With those troops guarding the castle entrance, none of uswould be able to get more than afew
feet across the bridge before we were cut down.

| looked over my shoulder and dl four nodded, including Tom. They were ready to try to move across,
despite what we faced.

Putting my right boot onto the edge of the drawbridge, | felt dl control suddenly being ripped away from
me. Asif someinterna switch had been pulled, something ese was againin charge. But thistime | had
been expecting it, actualy depending oniit.

My other boot, asif possessed, walked up onto the drawbridge. | looked up, and my eyes focused onto
Pancho. He raised both pistals, their barrels amed straight at my chest. | could hear those behind me
scattering to the far sides of the drawbridge, getting out of Pancho'sfield of fire.

Bang!
Hisaim wastrue.

But | was no longer there. | had rotated my body by ninety degrees the instant before he had pulled the
trigger. One bullet missed my chest by inches, and the second tugged at the back of my shirt but didn't
touch me. Unlike the other timeswhen my body had been taken over, thistime, even though | till had no
control, | had seen something of what was going on insde of my head. | had seen the exact angles,
distances, bullet velocities, and the synaptic delays between blinking eyes and squeezing trigger-fingers.

It wasn't someone or something else controlling me but apart of my own brain, buried deep, far below



My conscious control.

| knew the bullets trgjectories afull half-second before the gun was even fired. My body ssimply moved
to where the bullets would not be. | turned back around and faced Pancho. | took another step forward.
Crouching, bending to my left and balancing by extending my armsto theright, | waited for the smallest
fraction of asecond.

Bang!

The breeze caused by the first bullet ruffled the hair on the top of my head. The second bullet passed
harmlesdy in the one-inch gap between my outstretched arms.

Pancho's eyes were opened wide and he chewed on the corner of hislip. Severa of those behind him
had moved back, taking cover within the castle.

| felt my throat loosen, and my jaw went dack. | had control of my neck and mouth. For thefirst timein
hours | believed that we might just be able to get out of thiswith our skinstill intact. It wastimeto hit
these Church of Limbo psychos squarein the face. “I am God's Savior!” | screamed. “1 cannot be
harmed! | am under His protection!”

| walked acrossthe bridge.

Half the troops behind Pancho turned and ran. The other half stood rooted, their weapons still ready, but
| could smell the fear in them. The air was thick with scents | had never known existed. | stood less than
ten feet away from the barrels of Pancho's guns.

“Diel” he screamed.
Bang!

| was dready down, againgt the drawbridge. Thefirst bullet missed me by at least afoot, but the second
caught mein the meety part of my right caf. For just an ingtant lightning lanced through my leg and ran up
into my crotch. But just as| thought | felt it the pain vanished asif it had never been there. | felt blood
vessals and arteries around the wound constrict themsalves and then reroute blood flow.

| stood.
“God will not take kindly to that,” | said, while taking another step forward. | didn't so much aslimp.

All but one of the troops behind Pancho broke and ran. A single man, dressed in flowing black robes and
aturban, still held a crossbow againgt his cheek. He jerked the trigger.

My hand reached out, transforming itsdlf into ablur. Theingde of my fingers and the palm of my hand
momentarily burned, asif hit with acid, but the pain vanished just asit had in my calf.

| held acrossbow bolt between my thumb and index finger. “1 believethisisyours” | said, holding it out
toward the bowman. Smoke drifted up from my hand.

Heran.
| dropped the bolt to the drawbridge and walked forward.

Pancho had lowered his pistols, and hislips moved asif he were talking to himsalf. Hisright cheek
convulsively ticked. | looked into his eyes. He seemed to be looking right through me.



Reaching out, | pulled the pistols from hisweak grasp and tossed them into the moat.
“Thisisnot going to please your mother,” | said.

Pancho's eyebdlsrolled back until only the whites were visble. He crumpled on himsdlf hitting the
drawbridge face-first.

Turning, | looked back to the end of the drawbridge. Tom, Joan, Joe, and Vlad stood there, looking as
frozen as the troops had been. Around them stood amost a hundred other townspeople.

“Moveit!” | shouted, as| waved them al forward. They didn't have achanceto move.

The night sky turned crimson, and the castle shattered asif it had been congtructed of delicate crystal and
adedgehammer had just smashed intoit.

| sailed highinto the ky. Thelast thing | saw, far beneath me, was the splintering drawbridge collgpsing
into the moat.

CHAPTER 6
Anna, Jesus Chrigt, and Sir Basl|

Smack!

My eyes opened, and | felt afountain of water explode from my mouth. My lungs burned. Something
heavy sat on my stomach.

“Can you hear me, John?’ asked ablur that hovered over me.

My eyesfocused. It was Joan that hung over me, actualy straddling my stomach. Her warm hands
pushed rhythmically against my chest. Her face was pale, and her eyeswide. She panted like an
out-of-breath dog.

Sheld been giving me CPR.

| took adeep breath. My throat fdlt asif it had been sandpapered. “ Stop,” | said, grimacing, feding asif
| were swallowing large chunks of broken glass. I'd been nearly beaten to degth by Pancho, then
wounded in theleg and hand, yet I'd felt none of that. Apparently this miracul ous pain-blocking ability
didn't apply to torn throats.

Joan climbed off of me and | managed to prop mysdlf up on one elbow. Tom, Joe, and Vlad were
gathered around me. From the expressions on their faces you'd think they had just witnessed a dead man
risng up from his coffin.

Vlad took severa steps back. Thelook in his eyeswas more than just one of surprise. | saw fear.

“You flew through theair,” said Joe, in aquiet whigper, the tone of hisvoice indicating that he believed he
had just seen something miraculous. “ The drawbridge buckled, and then flung you into the air asif you'd
been launched by a catapult.” He nervously wiped at hisface and caressed his plastic-coated ear.
“Before you started back down you must have been twenty or thirty feet up intheair.” He glanced from
sdeto sdethen up into the sky, asif he expected abolt of lightning to lance down and vaporize him for
what held just said.

Twenty or thirty feet.



Joe wasn't expecting alightning bolt, but an infrared laser beam courtesy of Thor. With the Speed Limit
down to nineteen kilometers per hour, to fal any distance greater than five feet-would kick your velocity
up above the Speed Limit. | should have been achunk of smoking charcoa. Either God had been
looking out for me, or some malfunction in Thor had spared my ass. | wasn't yet ready to believein
Joan's dl-seeing God, but considered the more likely explanation for why | was still breathing to be that
some chip had glitched and Thor had dropped a bit.

With the pam of her hand Joan wiped mud from the side of my face. “ Areyou al right?’ she asked,
suddenly sounding very materndl.

“Ilive,” 1 said, giving her my best cocky, bullshit smile. | tried to St further up, but my right leg wouldn't
move and my calf felt like someone had just jabbed a hot poker through it. Suddenly my whole body felt
like an open wound. And just as suddenly it felt asif somebody had started sprinkling me with salt. The
only thing that kept me from screaming was the sheer exhaustion that consumed me. | could barely
breathe. Whatever anesthetic had been numbing my pain, and whatever energy source I'd been running
off of, had findly run dry.

My head rolled over and | could fed my ear fill with mud. | was Staring in the direction of wherethe
castle had been. All that remained was a smoking pile of rubble. The ground beneath me shook, and the
sudden roar of aturbine was deafening. As| watched, something rose up from behind the rubble. It was
adark shadow, and asit hovered it kicked up dirt and gravel. It was a hexprop.

Joan was bending over me, keeping the windswept debris off my face. The side of her head was directly
over my mouth.

“We haveto movel” | tried to scream at her, but it came out as awhisper. “Into the town,” | said.

| hoped that help was on the way. Hopefully, whoever was responsible for destroying that castle would
be coming for us.

Gray gave way to black.
“He'sawake.”

My eyes opened. | could smell smoke, and in the distance hear screaming. Automeatic gunfire was
nearby, but | could barely hear it over the dmost continuous crack of thunder. | wondered just how
many simultaneous targets Thor could track. | managed to move my eyebdls.

The five of uswerein acloset-sized wooden room, lit by a single kerosene lamp. The room was bare
except for thebed | lay in. Thefour hovered over me, waiting, asif expecting me to formulate aplan, to

somehow rescue everyone from this nightmare.
It would be onelong wait.

| couldn't even move, and my ribswere so bruised that | could only suck down air in shallow, panting
breaths.

Joan moved closer. Therewas ajagged cut across her forehead and blood dripped down the side of her
face. “God won't tell mewhat to do,” she said, spesking in tight, controlled tones. Her skin waswhite as
chak.

From the other side of the bed a hand grabbed me by the shoulder, and another did between the bed
and my back. | was pushed up into adtting position.



Each of my vertebrae seemed to grind againgt the one next to it, asif the tips of each and every one were
now splintered nubs. | managed to sob, and tears ran down my face. Had my tongue been between any
of my teeth | would have bitten right through it.

Joan stood next to the bed, unmoving, seeming to stare at something beyond the four walls. Vlad moved
away, crawling into the corner of the room, wrapping his head within the folds of hisblack cape. Joe
stood next to Joan, staring down at his book, flipping through pages as hislips twitched.

| managed to turn my head. How, | don't know. It had been Tom who had lifted me up, and he now
gared into my eyes. A fierceintelligence burned within those eyes, just asit had back at Robin Hood's
cave. His granite-like, unmoving face seemed to talk to me.

They don't know what to do. They're good people, but they need someone to lead them. We have a
chance now, but not if you fall apart.

They're not my responsibility | said with alook.
He shrugged. Then we all die.

That wasthe smpletruth.

Heknew it, and | knew it.

He then nodded at me and removed his hands from my back. | did not collapse back down against the
bed. It was asif Tom's nodding head was the trigger that caused some drug within meto kick in. And it
kicked in with the strength of amule. No pain. | breathed deeply.

| knew that thered be hell to pay for thislater, but if | could pull them together we at least might have a
chanceof having alater.

“Have we got any weapons?’ | asked, practically shouting.

Joe dropped his book, Vlad peered out from benesth his cape, and Joan refocused her eyes directly on
me.

| stood, practicaly leaping from the bed. | suddenly felt my pants begin to dide down my hips, and | had
to hitch them up. The wai stband was dastic and the pants had fit snugly only yesterday morning, but not
now. Obvioudy, | was burning muscle to maintain myself. I'd soon reach the point when there was
nothing left to burn, and regardless of what mystery chemicals my brain was pumping out in order to
keep megoing | would fdl flat on my face.

“Any wegpons?’ | asked again. | hopped from foot to foot, feding that if | didn't keep moving I'd
actudly explode.

“Nothing,” said Joan, having moved back and braced herself against the room'sfar wall. The expression
on her face was one of pure, undiluted fright.

“I'mdl right,” | said, managing not to launch mysdf from thefloor. | knew what had her pushed up
againgt that wall. One second I'd been lying in bed, barely breathing, dmost dead, and the next | was
leaping about, ready to rip gpart anything that got in my way. If 1'd witnessed that | would have been
through the nearest door—quite possibly the nearest wall.

Then Joan moved away from thewall, dowly walking toward me and reaching out. She put her hand on
my shoulder. “ God iswith you?’



| nodded.

Judging by how | wasfeding, it might actualy have been true. | turned toward Joe, who was restuffing
his book back into his raincoat. “Whoever blew that castleis by definition our aly. We have to somehow
link up with them if we're going to have any chance a al of getting out of here.”

“And we can't do that by hiding in thisroom,” said Joe, completing my sentencefor me.

| nodded. They'd obvioudy known thisall dong. But they hadn't been ableto act. They needed a
catayst, and | had somehow become that catalyst. “We've got to get outside, locate some weaponsto
protect ourselves, and then find whoever isresponsible for this” | said, while waving both my hands over
my head, indicating the thunder cracks and rifle fire beyond this room.

They al were standing now, and ready. But none of them moved. This had definitely become my show
and my show alone—and four other lives depended on how | performed.

“Follow me” | said, and went for the door.

| wished | had even the dightest hint asto where | was going.

* * % %
“Stay againgt thewadll,” | said, without bothering to look behind myself.

Stepping around the corner, and hugging the building's rough-planked wooden front wall, | crept dong
the front of the shack we had been hiding in.

My body spun itself around, tensing, and crouched down on al fours. | seemed to be readying mysdlf,
just asacat would coil itsaf before it pounced on an unsuspecting mouse. Conscioudy, | hadn't heard or
seen athing, but apparently something deep inside of my brain sensed danger. | felt that subconscious
control taking me over again, but thistime | was ableto fight it. | saw what it wanted, and how it planned
on directing me, but thistime | could contral it.

| waved at those behind me. “Back into the aley,” | whispered.

The sound of creaking wood behind me told me that they were moving back. | didn't do the same. |
scrambled to the center of the Street and, bending my neck while sticking up my nose, | flared my
nogtrils. | sniffed at the night.

| could smell thingsthat I'd never smelled before.

About one hundred yards down the street, just inside the flaps of atent that had alarge sign saying Judge
Roy Bean—Cold Beer—Hot Women, there were at |east two men peering out into the street. | could
smdll the fear on them, and far back in my mouth, amost down in my throat, could taste the gunpowder
that stained their hands.

They were waiting for us.

Dropping to the ground, lying flat in the mud, | moved snakelike across the street then quickly scrambled
up onto awooden porch. The scent of the two men was stronger but its flavor remained unchanged.
They were still soaked with fear but | detected nothing in the way of surprise, which would have come
pouring off of them in thick waves had they seen me crossing the street. How | knew that, | didn't know.
It had just appeared in my head, as mysterioudy as everything el se had appeared.

Peopl e behind darkened windows peered out into the empty street. | could fed them, hear their



breathing, and smell the blood rushing through them. | breathed deeply and quickly dipped by the
revolving door of awhorehouse. The scent of sex was unmistakable. Bending down, but not looking
away from the front of the tent where the two men were lying in wait, | picked up ahandful of rocks and
suffed them into the crook of my left arm.

All my senseswere focused onto that tent flap some twenty yards away from me. The flap shuddered, as
if something poked at it from behind. The barrel of agun did out. A second gun barrel quickly followed
it.

Three rocks were now in my right hand, each one resting on a separate finger.

A head wearing ared beret poked out through the tent flap.

My right hand tensed.

A second head, a'so wearing ared beret, jutted out just beneath thefirst.

Both heads turned toward me. The whites of their eyes seemed to grow large. They siwung their rifles.

Two of my fingers, on which rocks rested, flicked upward, one much harder than the other, causing the
rocks to jump up, one much higher than the other. The one rock remaining in my hand vanished into my
fist, asmy arm first cocked back behind my head and then flashed forward. | didn't even have to watch
wherethat first rock went. | knew where it would go.

Beforethe first rock had even traveled half the distance to its intended target my hand was open and my
pam flat. One of the rocks | had tossed up gently landed iniit. Like thefirst rock it disappeared into my
fist, and an ingtant later was flying toward its target.

Thethird rock waslocked tightly in my fist, my hand held high above the back of my heed, ready tofireif
necessary.

“Umph!” was al thefirs man said, asthe rock caught him squarein thetemple.

“Oouf!” said the second man, asplit second later, astherock aimed a him hit him in the middle of his
doping forehead. They fdll against one another, their limp, unconscious bodies supporting each other for
just amoment before they teetered and collapsed into the mud.

Sprinting forward, | had both their riflesin my hands. They were full automatics. | pulled extraclipsfrom
their belts.

“Moveit!” | called out.

They scrambled acrossthe brightly lit street, Joan leading the way, followed by Joe carrying Vlad, and
Tom bring up therear.

“Canyou handlethis” | asked, shaking the M-16 at Joan.
“Of course,” shesaid.

| tossed her therifle, not wasting much thought on how either an ex-cdl girl, or Joan of Arc, could have
had the opportunity to learn how to fire an M-16.

But that didn't seem dl that remarkable, not in comparison with the thingsthat | suddenly knew. I'd never
handled ariflein my life, but now, as| looked down at the M-16, it felt like an extension of my arm. In
the back of my brain an entire exploded schematic of the weapon unfolded itself. | could Strip thet rifle,



cleanit, and reassembleit in under three minutes. That wasn't peculation, that was fact.

“Stay closetogether,” | said, and started to move down the street. | took perhaps three steps.
But no more.

Behind me, something wasterribly wrong.

“Get your goddamned fucking hands off of me, you prickless son of abitch!” screamed someonewith a
high squeaky voice.

| turned before any of the others could. My rifle was braced against my side, requiring only the dightest
squeeze of thetrigger tofireit.

It had been Vlad who screamed.

Three of them had somehow crept up on us. Identica, all were dressed in the white, form-fitting plastic
type of body armor that most of Napoleon'stroopswore. The onein the center held Vlad tightly against
his chest. He covered Vlad's mouth with one hand, while with the other he held aknife againgt the boy's
throat. The other two had bazookarlike devices aimed at us. But they weren't bazookas. A large, thickly
twined cable ran from the stock of the weapons, snaked up over their shoulders, and connected to the
top of what looked like alarge backpack. Just asin the case of the M-16s, | suddenly knew exactly
what those weapons were. The two held Isragli-built hydrogen fluoride X-1200 laser rifles.

| had taken in dl of thisin lesstime than it took loan, Tom, and Joe to turn around.

These three were not like the two that | had just knocked out with rocks. | flared my nostrils and scented
them. | could smdll no fear, not even hate drifting from them. There wasjust the cold, metdlic tang of
someone who was about to perform atask—Ilike killing termites, or stepping on a cockroach.

“Put down your weapons,” said the onein the center. He spoke in an amplified, dightly
mechanical-sounding voice that came through a speaker grillein hisface shield.

Joan and | dropped our rifles.
The stock of minerested firmly on the tip of my boot.
“Moveforward,” said the man.

Before we could move Vlad squirmed, thrashing his head wildly about, causing the knife to cut into his
throat. But he wasn't trying to escagpe, only to move his head around so he could get something into his
mouth. The man's body armor amost totally covered him, except where it met at thejoints, especialy the
joints of thefingers. Y ou needed those fingers rdlatively free and flexibleto pull triggersand handle

Weapons.
One of those free and flexible fingers was now in Vlad's mouth. He bit down with everything he had.

The man jerked, but the scream | had expected never materidized. Viad did from hisarmsand fdll to the
ground. The man stood, for what seemed like an eternity, then pitched face-forward. The vibrating shaft

of aspear jutted out of the back of hisneck, right at the joint where hishelmet mated with historso
armor.

“Down!” | managed to scream. With aflick of my boot | kicked the M-16 up into my hands, | dove for
the street, rolled, and came up firing.



The trooper on the left Side of the street never fired. He smply exploded asif he had swalowed alive
grenade. Hisarmor stayed relatively intact, but along each seam and joint blood and pulverized muscle
shot out asif blown by ahigh-pressure air gun. Steam rose from his head.

| paid no further attention to him.

The remaining one fired hiswesgpon, and the hair on my left forearm flashed into flame just as a paich of
dirt between my feet bubbled, firgt turning crimson and then incandescent white.

| fired, but my bullets bounced harmlesdy from hisarmor.
The left Sde of my face 9zzled, and my vison distorted asthe air in front of me became superhested.

| was certain that my luck had finaly run out, and that | was only milliseconds away from my head's
exploding like a bursting pressure cooker. But just before my eyeballs popped, something black and
streaked ydlow flashed in front of me. What felt like aclawed hand grabbed me by the midsection and
thrust me up into the air.

My riflewas gl in my hands, and again | pointed it in the direction the laser fire had been coming from.
My eyeswere watery and my vision blurred, but | could see that the trooper that had been firing at me
was now lying chest-down in the dirt. Not facedown, because he no longer had aface. He'd been
decapitated. To my right, | could see what wasleft of hishead partially imbedded in awooden lamp

post.

Prrrrr!

Just behind me, actudly al around me, was the sound of abuzz saw. Looking down, | redlized | was
somethree or four feet above the ground.

“He'ssafe now,” said awoman's voice. “Put him down, Sir Basil.

The vise around my waist loosened. | rolled out and hit the dirt, landing flat on my back. Above me stood
atiger, easly sx feet tdl at the shoulder. The front fangs protruding through its muzzle were sx inches of

gligeningivory.

| didn't move, | didn't even breathe. It was now obvious what had taken off the head of that trooper. The
monstrous cat flexed its nose, sniffing a me, then flicked out atongue that had to be at least afoot

across. It bent down its head and licked my entire face and head, practically dragging me up from the
ground.

“Sr Basl!” said achastisng voice. “Leave him donel” Thetiger opened itsjawswide, exposing a
cavernous mouth filled with an impossible number of razor sharp-looking teeth. It roared.

The ground shook.

Thetiger then shut its mouith, flicked itstongue out to giveits chin aquick lick, and backed off, settling
down on its haunches. It began its buzz-saw purring again.

A hand appeared in front of my face. “Don't mind Sir Basil, Mr. Smith.”

| turned my head dowly, still in shock from the licking | had just received. The hand was attached to a
small dark-skinned, dark-haired woman, wearing ablack jumpsuit. Strung over her shoulder was one of
the hydrogen fluoride laser rifles, identica to those the two in plastic body armor had been using. |
grabbed the hand she was offering me, which had awalnut-pulverizing grip. She pulled me up from the



ground.
“Sir Badl just got alittle excited,” she said. “He's been on your scent for amost two days now.”

But before | could even begin to consider thiswoman and her mutant tiger, | had to check on my people.
And they were now my people. Two days ago my biggest concern had been making surethat | finished
up three months worth of late monthly progress reports, whiletoday | found myself literdly responsble
for the skins of four other people.

| walked over to Joan, Tom, and Joe. Joe had his arms wrapped around Vlad. | bent down toward the
boy. Only afew drops of blood ran down histhroat.

“Areyou okay?’ | asked.

He smiled, exposing apair of incredibly cheap-looking plagtic fangs. “It'll take an asshole alot bigger
than that to do in Vlad Junior,” he said defiantly as heflicked histhumb in the direction of the dead
bodies. “ The dumb shit didn't even have awooden stake.” Reaching up, he pressed his sunglassestightly
to hisface.

The kid seemed okay. He was as bent in his own weird way astherest of them, but he seemed dl right. |
turned back to the woman. Thisiswho we'd been looking for, and she had obvioudly been looking for
me.

“Wheresthe rest of your group?’ | asked, knowing full well that al the destruction and confusion that
had occurred could not have been caused by thiswoman and her mutant tiger.

“Over here” said aman'svoice,
| turned.

He was standing over the body that had the spear through the back of its neck, working the shaft out.

Like the woman he was dark-skinned, and had dark hair. But in addition he had ablack scraggly beard
and an ugly pink-looking scar across his forehead that was in the shape of a cross. Barefoot, al he wore
was an dmost ground-length gray robe. Findly prying the spear out, he gave the dead body a savage
kick in the side of the head.

“My old man forgeeves you of your seens, you stupid sahn of abeech,” he said. He had athick Mexican
accent. “1f and when you actualy meet up with the old bastard, be sure and let him know what good
deeds I'm performing down here.” Once again he kicked the body.

Another crazy.
| turned back to the woman. “ That's it, just the two of you and thistiger.”

The woman's face seemed to grow darker, and | could hear the squesk of teeth grinding against one
another. “We appeared to be sufficient to save your asses,” she said.

She stepped up to me. Her hands were balled into small fists, which she had pressed tightly againgt the
sdes of her waist. She was dmost afoot shorter than me, and weighed at least fifty pounds less. But
none of that seemed to matter. It was blatantly obvious that she wanted to knock my head off.

“Y ou misunderstand,” | said, while backing up. “1 was Smply amazed at how effectively the two of you
have been able to throw Napoleon and histroopsinto total chaos.”



| smiled.
Thelast thing | needed was one more person who wanted to vaporize me.
She smiled back. I'd pressed the right buttons.

“That smple shit couldn't find his own dick with aroad map,” said the man, who was now wiping thetip
of his spear on the hem of hisrobe.

Thesetwo were ared pair.

The woman pointed the barrel of her laser rifle at those around me. “We weretold that you'd be alone,”
shesaid. “Wedidn't expect anyone else.”

It sounded asif she were talking about excess baggage.

| pointed to them one a atime. “Thisis Tom, Joe Average, Joan of Arc, and Vlad the Impaer, Junior.”
Theintroduction had anightmarish, unred fed to it. Here | stood in the middle of a shantytown, with
Napoleon and histroops ready to swoop down on us at any ingtant, and | was making introductions
between people whaose brains had been scrambled just short of being compl ete tapioca.

The woman nodded. “I'm Anna Lockner,” she said dmost asif she were making a pronouncement,
identifying hersdf as aperson of royd blood. Then, pointing to the man with the spear, “ And that's Jesus
Chrigt.”

Hewaved his spear at me. “Let's get this fucking show on the road.”

It might not have been exactly what | would have expected Jesus Christ to have said, but | could identify
with the sentiments.

“Let'sgo,” said Anna, waving the barrel of her laser down the stret.
“We should first scavenge their wegpons,” | said, while looking back in the direction of the dead bodies.

“Don't be stupid,” said Anna, who continued to walk down the street. “ Al those lasers are
Nanomechanoid congtructs, tied to the users nervous systems. The critical bonds are dready being
severed.” Nanomechanoid constructs.

The power packs strapped to their backs were starting to sag, asif they'd been filled with air that was
now sowly lesking out. Purple smoke hung over the laser rifles. It looked just like what 1'd seen happen
at Dummar with the spaceman.

| felt my skull crack.

A stedl door, metersthick, studded with bolts larger than my hand, bulged outward. It was adoor buried
inmy head, hiding secrets from me, secretsthat | shouldn't know.

Secretsthat | couldn't know.

The stedl cracked, and rainbow light filtered through the crazing-metal.
| dropped to the street.

Mud filled my mouth.



“John!”

The door shattered, transforming into abillion metallic fragments that ripped and shredded at the insde of
my head. | wasfilled with light, filled beyond my capacity to hold it in. Rainbow streamers poured out
through my clenched mouth, and out through my closed eyes.

Nanomechanoid constructs.

They moved toward me from out of the rainbow light. They scuttled like crabs, but microscopic crabs,
crabsbuilt out of just ahandful of atoms. But they weren't crabs, but machines. And they had built the
world—built thisinsaneworld that | found mysdif in.

They spoketo me.

CHAPTER 7
Escape
“You know me.”

It floated up toward my nose. It was lumpy and black. | could see the individua atomsthat madeit up. It
had six twitching legs and two flexing pincer hands.

| tried to shake my head.

But | couldn't.

| no longer seemed to have ahead.
“I'm aNanomechanoid.”

| screamed. | had no head, but somehow | could still scream. The searing pain that enveloped me
demanded it.

“The concept issmple,” it said. “We are machines, made up of only afew thousand atoms.” It flexed its
pincers. “We can sever the bonds between atoms and then transport those atoms to build something

| knew.
| had dways known.

It was atechnology that had transformed the world. It was atomic-dimension machinery that could gather
raw materias, an atom at atime, and then be directed to build something with those materias. They
could build aroad, build ahouse, build aworld.

And they could build each other.
That'swherethe rea power lay.
Geometrical growth.

One would build another, then both would build two more. The four would become eight and the eight,
Sxteen.



That's how the world had been transformed.

It moved forward, with pincers still snapping, and reached out for me. But there was nothing there to
reach for. Therewas nothing there at al. Except for my soul.

It shredded me.

“Get him up!”

| stood.

My eyes dowly opened.

| was not dead. It had not killed me. It had not even been there. Everything I'd seen had come from
withinme. And | could till seeit, till fed it. | could still remember it.

AnnaLockner glared up a me. “1 don't know what help you're going to be, not if you collgpse at the
sght of disintegrating Nanomechanoids.”

Lightning danced behind my eyes.

But | didn't fal down.

Then | redlized that | couldn't. Joan and Joe were holding me up. | pushed them away.
Somehow | il stood.

“If you think you can manageit, Smith, bring up the rear.”

Shedidn't wait for meto answer, but turned and started walking down the street. Christ jogged past me
and tossed me my rifle. | managed to catch it, despite the fact that | couldn't quite fee my hands.

“Let them go,” said Joan, having moved back to my side, once again supporting me.

| shook my head. We needed their help, and we needed it badly. We could not afford to let them go. |
motioned Joan forward. She dowly let go of me, picked up her rifle, grabbed Tom by the hand, and
followed after Chrigt.

| took a step forward.

| didn't fall into the mud, so | took another step.

“She's one tough bitch.”

| looked to my side. Joe stood next to me, grinning at me.
“Who?" | whispered.

“Why, the Generd of course.”

“Genera?’ He was making no sense.

“Generd AnnaLockner, the first woman to land on Mars, the first one killed when trying to put down the
mutiny on Olympus Mons”

Perfect.



| had just put al our livesin the hands of aguy who thought he was Jesus Christ, awoman who believed
she had once lived on Mars, and agenetic freak of atiger.

“You'relooking alittle better,” said Joe, obvioudy trying to sound encouraging.
| said nothing.

| couldn't waste any energy in talking. | needed everything | had smply to keep placing onefoot in front
of the other.

We stood before the Barrier.

It had been far too easy. We had moved through the town as if we owned it. Not asingle red beret had
offered usresstance. | wasfeding numb. At first | Smply hadn't been feding pain, but now | wasfeding
absolutely nothing. Walking was becoming difficult, and | was continualy stumbling like adrunk. | had
nearly exhausted whatever reserves| was running on.

“How much time, Chrig?’ asked Anna.

He had been using his spear asawalking staff, but now he picked up the shaft, held it in both hands, and
began to rotate one end of it, asif he were unscrewing it. There was an audible click and the spear point,
which looked like chipped obsidian, momentarily glowed cherry red. Lessthan afoot in front of the
Spear tip, lettering and asmall luminous clock materiaized.

“Breakthrough in sixty-saven seconds,” he said, then flicked the spear shaft. The hologram vanished.

“Good,” said Anna, as she crouched down to the ground and rested the barrel of her laser rifle across
her knee. She kept it pointed in the direction of the town.

Sir Basil waked in severd tight circles then dropped to the ground, curling up like ahouse cat. Jesus
leaned againgt the Barrier and closed hiseyes.

They werefar too damn casua about al of this.

“What the hdll's suppose to happen in sixty-seven seconds?’ | asked Anna, doing nothing to hide the
sounds of anger inmy voice. | refused to continue walking blind, not knowing what we were doing or
where we were going. | squeezed the stock of my M-16 tightly, to make sure that my numb hand till had
afirmgriponit.

“We go through the Barrier,” she said.
“And get fried,” said Joe from over my shoulder.
| glanced behind mysdif.

Besides Joe, both Joan and Tom stood close at my back. Joan faced the town, her M-16 at her hip,
ready to fireif need be. | couldn't fedd my own body, but | could easly fed thetensonintheair. There
was adefinite fedl of Usversus Them. They'd rescued us, or more accurately, were in the process of
doing so, but they seemed none too pleased abot it.

“| said we were going through it, not over it,” she said contemptuoudy. “Before we came in we seeded
this section of the Barrier with a Destroyer Nanomechanoid, aong with a Mastermechanoid Overseer. It
was asimple enough thing to do.”

Not again!



The Barrier seemed to vanish behind arainbow haze. But | kept standing, kept breathing, despite the
invishblevisethat tried to crack my skull. And | remembered more, remembered thingsthat | had never
redly forgotten. Nanomechanoids were specialized into various types. Destroyers did nothing more than
sever atomic bonds—and they'd continue doing that forever and ever. Once thewall had disintegrated
they'd moveinto the dirt and start chewing their way down through rock. Only one thing stopped them,
only onething could control them—a Mastermechanoid Overseer. A thousand timeslarger than a
Nanomechanoid, but till infinitesmal as compared to agrain of sand, they would guide the Destroyers,
telling them when to sever bonds and when to stop.

The rainbow haze vanished.

| felt something warm flowing over my lip, and reaching up ashaking hand | wiped at it. | pulled bloody
fingers back. | was reaching my limit, might in fact have already dipped past it. For dl | knew | could
aready be dead, and my body smply hadn't fallen down yet.

Annawalked over to the Barrier and gave thewall ahard kick. A ten-foot length of thewall shattered
and cracked, and her boot sunk into the Barrier dmost up to her ankle.

| would put up no more with her attitude. It ended here, or we parted company. | no longer cared what
the consequences might be. | walked over to her, crowding her, and stared down my bleeding nose at

her. I'd had enough of her superior attitude.

“Why areyou here?’

It wasn't aquestion, but ademand.

She narrowed her eyesto dits. “And why should | have to answer to you?’

Blood dripped from my nose, splattering against her boots. 1'd seen only one thing that got these people
excited, and that wasrdigion. I'd try using that. At that point, | would have tried using anything.

“Because I'm the person that God has just sent down, direct and nonstop from Heaven, to carry out a
littlejob for Him. I'm the man who can stop the Supreme. I'm the man who can save thisinsane world!”

Despite the fact that everything turned gray, | managed not to faint.

Annasface ingantly transformed itsalf from ahard, don't-bother-me-you-son-of-a-bitch type look, to at
first dishelief, then to something that looked like fear. Again I'd pressed the right buttons.

“The Lord has sent you?’' she asked. Her voice actualy cracked and broke.

“I'm His persona emissary,” | said, cocking my head skyward, asif just by looking in the direction of
Heaven | could see God.

“Pleaseforgiveme,” shesad. “1 understand now.”

“Well, I don't!” shouted Chrigt from behind me. “That Old Son of aBitch should have given me the job.
That'swhy | was sent down herel”

| turned, and he had his spear pointed at my chest.

Joan snapped the bolt of her M-16 and leveled theriflea Chrigt. “Try it,” she said. Judging by the glare
of her cat-eyes and the flexing musclesin the base of her jaw, | redly think shewanted himto try it.



“Lower it down, Jesus” said Annain ahissing voice, emphasizing every vowel of eachword. “Thisis
why Tartan wouldn't tell uswho hewas. She knew that you'd never come if shetold us histrue identity.
Butit dl fits, it al makes sense. He's been chosen, and that's all thereistoit. Accept it!”

Of course | had no ideawho Tartan was, or why things suddenly “made sense” to Anna, but at the
moment that really didn't matter. What did matter was that she now was ready to really help me. The
tonein her voice left little doubt of that. | was certain that if Chrigt didn't lower his spear held quickly find
ahole burned through his chest.

Christ waved his spear at me, then spun around. He shook, like someone who has swallowed more rage
than anybody has ever been designed to hold.

| turned back to Anna.

“I must gpologize for Jesus,” she said. “But he'sjedlous of your reationship with God. Since being sent
back to Earth for the second time, God has refused to speak to him. Christ was certain that in these last
few days before the second apocalypse, God would choose him as His Savior.”

| just nodded, asif that were the most reasonable thing I'd ever heard. But it did make sense, ina
warped sort of way. If your brains had been scrambled enough to make you believe you were Chrig, |
could see how someone e se's claiming to be God's Number One Boy on thisworld would even further

unhinge you.

Christ had quickly moved over to a section of the disintegrating Barrier, and with his spear was knocking
large chunksof it aside.

“Thor will interpret this opening as smply asmaller version of the Main Gate,” said Anna. “1t won't
condder thisaBarrier violation.”

Christ jumped over the gooey remnants of thewall, walked afew paces, and then looked up into the
night sky. “1 dare you to do it, you son of abitch!” he screamed.

| didn't know if he wasranting at the Thor system, daring it to fry him, or if he was screaming up a God,
daring Him to vaporize him with abolt of lightning. In Christ's mind the two might easily be one and the
same. He stood there for several seconds. Neither God nor Thor answered him.

“It'ssafe” said Anna, waving us al toward the opening with the barrel of her laser.

Vlad wasthefirgt to run through, with Joe right behind. Joan went next, deliberately looking everywhere
except in the direction of Anna. She obvioudly didn't trust her, and | had absolutely no difficulty in
understanding why. | crossed next. My legs were no longer quite numb. Fedling was starting to return,
but what | wasfedling fdt like thousands of pins and needles stabbing deep within, grinding againgt my
bones. | stumbled across the opening.

“Tom,” said Joan, who had turned around and now was looking past me.
| also turned around to see what was kegping him.

His arm was extended, and his fingers pointed in the direction of the thick brush that was ahead of us.
“It'strouble, John,” he said quickly and clearly.

It was not the words themsalves that so surprised me at first, but smply the fact that he had spoken them
with such asound of authority. The meaning of those words didn't quite penetrate my head. But as|
turned in the direction held pointed | saw Chrig, Vlad, and Joe dl topple over, stiff, looking like chunks



of wood. Sir Bagll rolled over on hisback, hislegs pointing up into the night sky.
My M-16 was againgt my hip, my finger againgt the trigger.
“I think that very unwise,” said avoice from the hillside above me.

From behind me | could hear two bodies drop into something moist. | knew that had to be Tom and
Annacollgpsing into the Barrier resdue.

“Both of you throw down your weapons,” said the voice.

| dropped my rifle. | couldn't fight an enemy that | couldn't even see. Another rifle clattered to the ground
next to mine,

“Show yourself so | can rip your head from your body,” Joan screamed into the dark.
“Certanly,” said thevoice.
Shadows on the hillsde moved. At least thirty figures stood up.

It had been too easy. They had known exactly where we'd be coming out and they had been waiting for
us.

Severd figures moved forward. The one that towered over dl the others was easily recognizable. Light
reflected from his glasses.

Napoleon.

He had one of those gray toastersin hishands. Next to him, looking squat and plump and tossing an ax
from hand to hand, stood Lizzie Borden.

“Bemy guest, MissBorden,” said Napoleon, as he waved his handkerchief in her direction.

Lizzieraised her ax high above her head. Her piggy little eyes, which were sunk deep within her wrinkled
face, were staring murderoudy a Joan. She grunted and, lurching forward, let her ax fly. It whistled
through the air.

My brain sensed the ax's vel ocity in dl three dimensions, dong with itsrotationa speed, and coupled that
datawith the exact position of my fingers, hand, and arm.

| moved.

The ax handle dapped loudly into my hand. The rusty, blunt blade, quivered only inchesin front of Joan's
forehead. | then held the ax high above my head, getting ready to hurl it back.

“Excelent,” said Napoleon. He sniffed at hislaced handkerchief, and as he walked forward he stared at
Joan. “| suggest that if you don't want your little friend to find herself without benefit of ahead, you put
that ax down.”

| looked up the hill and at al of the weapons that were now trained on Joan. | dropped the ax.

“Atfirgt,” said Ngpoleon, till walking forward, “1 hadn't believed my information, but it gppearsto be
true. You,” he said, now pointing ablack gloved hand a me, * have been enhanced.”

The word echoed in my head.



But there was no surprise, no pain attached to it.

| had redlly known thisfor quite some time now but just hadn't quite been able to admit it, to faceit. But |
couldn't help but know it. I had not only been enhanced physicaly but mentally aswdll, judging by the
things that would suddenly pop into my head and by my bar code-reading ability. But of course, | had
absolutely no ideawho or what had done the enhancing.

“Isit possible that while they worked on your body they aso gave you the Los Angeles Quad Wall
access codes?’ asked Napoleon.

The codes.

| had known that it would quickly come back to this. But | till didn't know them, actualy somehow
knew that | never would know them. | couldn't fed them lurking behind any of the gtill-closed doors that
seemed tofill my head.

“Likel told you before, I've got no codes.” | took a step toward Napoleon.
He back-stepped two paces.

“Mr. Smith,” hesaid, “| suggest no attempted heroics. Need | remind you, al weapons are currently
trained on your traveling companion, the lovely Joan of Arc.” He smiled, baring hisanimd-like teeth.
“Despite your enhancements, Mr. Smith, you suffer an extreme disadvantage.” He waved ahand at Joan
and then at the others on the ground. “ Y ou care, Mr. Smith. That will be your undoing.” He pointed the
toaster toward me.

As had happened every time before when that gray toaster was turned on me, | felt atickling in the back
of my head. My body collapsed, just asit had before. Joan fell next to me, with her arms draped across

my legs.

| had hit the ground in such away that | was still looking up the hill toward Napoleon. Tossing the toaster
to Lizzie hewaked forward, taking long, confident strides.

He stood amogt directly over me. 1t will be a pleasure watching you beg, as| begin to ped away the
skin of your pretty littlefriend,” he said.

Herased one boot high into the air, bringing it down toward my hand. His boot heel smashed into hard
rock.

Jumping up from the ground and reaching out with the hand that he had just tried to crush, | grabbed
him.

“Yeoooow!” he screamed, and stood on thetip of histoesas | pushed up. My hand was planted firmly
in hiscrotch. | literally had him by the balls. | reached my other hand around hiswaist and hugged him. If
anyone took a shot at me, considering Napoleon's size, they'd stand a better-than-even chance of hitting
him before they hit me.

| looked up at Napoleon's red, tear-streaked face. His teeth were clenched, and his eyestightly closed.
His glasses dangled from one ear.

“Tell them to drop theweapons,” | said.

Napoleon said nothing. He didn't so much as breathe.



| increased the pressure of my grip ever so dightly.
“Put down your wegpons!” he screamed.

| peered around the edge of his shoulder. The assorted weapons of al of histroops were il trained on
us

“Think about this,” | said, shouting up to those on the hillsde. “'Y ou may be ableto fireand, if lucky, hit
me without killing the good Cardinal here.” | squeezed dightly harder. He squesked like amouse. “But
you saw how fast my reflexes are. Before you could kill me the Cardind's balls would be transformed
into jelly. How gppreciative do you think helll be toward theindividua responsible for turning himinto a
soprano?’

| squeezed.

“Put them down!” wailed Napoleon.

Weapons dropped.

“Lizzie”” 1 said, “do your thing.” | nodded in the direction of those on the hill.
Shelooked up at Napoleon.

| squeezed again. It was sort of like playing amusical instrument.

“Doit,” hewhimpered, in avoice that was dready starting to sound higher-pitched.
She waved the toaster across those on the hill. They dl collapsed.

“Now, Lizzie” | said, “you will reawaken my friends.”

Thistime| didn't even have to encourage her.

“Doit,” said Napoleon, before | could squeeze any harder.

Shewaved the toaster and | could hear movement behind me. Quickly looking over my shoulder, | could
seethat they were dl moving. Christ was using his spear as a crutch and was pulling himsalf up the shaft.

“Say good night, Lizzie” | said.

Sheturned the toaster on herself. She hit the ground, her head bouncing off arock when she went down.
“Now,” | said, while looking up at Napoleon'sface.

“What should | do with you?’

| squeezed.

“Please,” he whimpered.

Hed be going with us, as a hostage. When the Supreme came after me, as| was sure he would, I'd have
something to bargain with.

| loosened my grip without completdly letting go, and felt his boot heel's drop-back down to the ground.

“Die, you motherfucker!” screamed avoice a my back.



| felt the hair on the side of my head part. Napoleon shuddered, and sucked down a deep brezath. |
turned my head. Only millimeters away from my face, the quivering shaft of Christ's spear protruded from
Napoleon's chest. | looked up. Napoleon's eyes were wide open, and blood dripped from the corners of
hismouth.

He spoke with what | knew would be hislast breath. “I'll seeyouin Hell,” he said, staring down a me
with his aready dead eyes.

Falling forward, he collapsed on top of me.

| didn't even fed it aswe hit the ground.

“Don'tkill him!”

The scream echoed in my ears—it echoed in my head.
It had been my voice.

| opened my eyes. Above me was a blue sky streaked with distant white clouds. | wastied down, unable
to move, but | gently swayed back and forth. My scream had been too late. Napoleon was dead.

“Stop!” caled out Joan from somewhere behind me. “He's avake!”

| couldnt move, but it wasn't from lack of trying. | was bound up, was being held immobile. The swaying
motion stopped, and | could hear something beneath me purr. | realized that | had somehow been
strapped to Sir Basil's back.

Vlad's face appeared before me. “1 thought you'd become one of the undead, likeme,” he said
chearfully. Histongue licked at his plastic fangs, and he snugged his sunglasses againgt hisface.

Suddenly | could breathe easily, and move my neck. A huge dab of gray materiad moved firgt in front of
my face and then began to float upward. It looked like theinsde of a sarcophaguslid, form-fitted for my
dimengons. With adull-sounding thump it did avay and to my Ieft.

| dowly sat up.

Off to my right Tom and Joe were sSitting cross-legged in tal golden grass, pulling pietins out of brown
nylon backpacks. Beyond and bel ow them spread out avalley. The skyline was one that I'd never seen
before, but the distant mountains had afamiliar outline. We werein the hills high above the San Fernando
Vdley.

“Arewe safe?’ | asked, expecting that we were only seconds away from aswarm of psychos
descending upon us.

Joan and Anna each grabbed one of my hands and tugged.

“Werefine” said Anna. She had aridiculous-looking maternal smile on her face. “Thanksto you.” There
were suddenly tearsin the corners of her dark eyes.

| ignored those tears. 1'd never before been able to deal with crying women, and did not want to take this
opportunity to try again. | moved my legs up over thelip of the custom-fitted coffin and dangled them
over thesde. My barefeet rested in Sr Basil's soft, warm fur.

| looked down at myself. All | waswearing wasapair of skin-tight shorts. Annawas bending down over
my right leg, massaging the calf.



“It healed perfectly,” she said. Looking up at me, tears were now streaking her cheeks. Again | tried to
ignore them.

Pushing mysdf forward, | stood up on shaky legs. | pointed afinger a Anna. “I want to talk to
you—aone”

She smply nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes.

| walked dowly, moving over rocks and pebbles and cutting through high grass. | worked my way up
aong theridge of the hill, wanting to move out of earshot of the others but not out of their sght. They had
said wewere safe, but | couldn't really believethat. | didn't think there was any placein thisworld that
wastruly safe. Not here, not now. | sat down on alargeflat hunk of sandstone and looked up into the

sky: 15.
It was dropping fast, too fast.

| reached down and felt my leg. There wasn't the dightest indication that 1'd ever been shot. | thenrana
hand across the side of my face that had been laser-burnt, but felt nothing other than perfectly soft skin.
I'd even been shaved. | took a deep breath and my lungs were clear, and there wasn't the dightest twinge

frommy rib cage.

| could fed, and al my senses were working. There was no pain now, because everything was repaired
and working perfectly.

Annasat down in front of me.

“I'mdl right?’ | asked, not quite willing to believe that, remembering what kind of shape 1'd been in when
Napoleon had collapsed on me.

“Yes,” sheanswered. “ The Nanodoc spun you up from head to toe and repaired the gross anatomical
damage. We pumped severd gdlons of liquid nutrientsinto you. But it was aclose thing. If you hadn't
been enhanced we would have buried you last night.”

| just nodded. As much as| would have liked to know more about this Nanomechanoid technology and
what a“Nanodoc” might really be, there were much more pressing matters.

“Who sent you to find me, and why?’

“Tartan sent usto bring you,” she said. The expression on her face then filled with confusion. “But you
know why.”

“To save God, and to destroy the Supreme,” | said, remembering what | had told her, remembering the
liethat dl of them seemed S0 eager to believe.

She nodded. “Y ou'll hake usto Heaven, and there welll help you fight the Supreme and restore the
Speed Limit.”

“To Heaven?’ | asked. How was | supposed to get to Heaven, when | couldn't even understand how 1'd
gotten here?

“Don't worry,” shesaid. “It'snot redly al that far. It won't take us that long to get out to the Mojave
Desart.”
Click.



Pieces snapped together.

The Mojave was where the Thor Free-Electron Laser was based. | knew that could be no coincidence, |
looked north, toward the mountains, knowing that the Mojave was just beyond them. That might be
where dl thisinsanity would end, where I'd find out how and why 1'd gotten here. | looked back down at
her.

“How did Tartan know where to send you? How did she know about me?’
Shejust shook her head. “ Tartan just knows these things.”

| was afraid that would be the answer.

“And whereis Tartan?’

“Inthe Griffith Park Planetarium.”

| knew that place well, having visited it countlesstimes during dl theyears| had lived in Los Angeles. |
was surprised thet it ftill existed. | pointed in the direction of the hillsa my back. “ About ten kilometers
that way?’ | asked.

She nodded.

| had my bearings then.

| turned back to her. “Can | have your hand?’

She quickly thrust it out. “Joan told me that you had the Eyes of God,” she said with an awe-filled voice.

| looked at her bar code. Maria Estevez. Born September 15, 2041, in Neuva Los Angeles. Mariawas
aDoler, and a hardcore Roman Catholic, working as alay person for the church. She had spent almost
al of her timeworking with gangs. Sterilized at birth, never married, her life had been onelong, hard
grind of poverty and giving to those who had even less. Her GPI was 78, which apparently excluded her
from any schooling. But asachild she had taught hersdlf to read not only English and Spanish but even
Latin. My knowledge of her was nowhere near as complete as that of Tom, Joan, or Joe. Apparently
whatever was supplying me with these memories did not consider aDoler like Maria Estevez to be of
much sgnificance.

But | could see things between those facts. | could seethe life that she must have lived. She had been
trapped by circumstance and a high GPI, but she had been a person who had cared and had tried to help
those around her. How or why she had become General Anna Lockner, the first woman to land on

Mars, | had no way of knowing.

| dropped her hand.
“Thank you,” | said.

She bowed her head, dmost asif she had just been blessed by asaint. Tears splattered in the dirt
benesth her face. She didn't stand up, didn't even raise her head.

Seconds crawled by, agonizingly dow seconds.
It was painfully obvious that she was not going to get up.
“Yes?' | findly prompted.



Shedidn't raise her head. “I didn't know. Tartan sent usto find you, telling usthat we couldn't rescue
God without your help. But | was so certain that we didn't need any help, that | didn't need any help.
And then when | saw you | didn't recognize you, didn't see you for who you redly were. My arrogance
blinded me”

She lowered her head even more.
“Can you forgive me'—she paused—" Chrig?’
My gut twisted.

Thisiswhere my lies had gotten me. | had this poor brain-burnt woman believing that | was the Son of
God.

“Pleasel” shecried.
Into my twisting gut wasinserted adull knife.

“Yes” | said, then quickly added, “but you will never cal me by that name again. The one you travel with
would not understand.”

Sheraised her head. The tears were gone.

“God blessyou.”

Thedull knife dashed back and forth.

“Bringme Chrigt,” | said.

Annagtood. “I'll get him,” she said, and turned and walked away.

| looked out over the Vdley. It wasthe Valey | had grown up in, but eighty years removed. Now it was
amaze of glass obelisks, probably Nanomechanoid-built, rising up hundreds of stories and, intertwined
with ribbons of concrete. But it was now dead and empty. Those magnificent buildings had become
nothing more than twenty-first-century tombstones.

“Y ou wanted to see me,” said an arrogant-sounding voice.
| turned my head.

Christ stood before me, his spear clenched firmly in both his hands. He stared at me with eyesthat were
filled with hate.

Had | seen himwhen | had first awakened | might have caved in hisface. He had killed aman, onewho
without a doubt deserved to die but who had been defensdless. In these last few days1'd done and
experienced thingsthat | had never dreamed of in my wildest nightmares. 1'd seen my cherished civilized
principles vanish one by one. I'd killed to stay dive, and on more than one occasion | had actudly
accepted the prospect of death over the pain of living. | was no longer the person | had been only afew
days ago, but something from my old life till remained. | could not, and would nat, kill aman who was
defensdess. It was probably an antiquated notion in thisworld, but it was onethat | till clung to.

But was Christ responsible for what hed done, or had he smply been obeying what his scrambled brain
had demanded of him? | couldn't condone his skewering of Napoleon, but | couldn't condemn him for it
ether. | didn't havethat right.



“I want to gpologizeto you,” | said.

Helooked down at me suspicioudly.

“Pleasest,” | said.

Hedowly s, dtill clenching his spear in both hands.

| was gtill fedling like a puppet, with someone hidden and unseen pulling a my strings, but more and more
| was beginning to understand how this strange world operated. | knew without the dightest doubt that

I'd soon be off to the Mojave Desert on some quest in search of Heaven and God. The answers|

needed lay out there. And Christ would be traveling with me. But | could not afford to travel with an
uncontrollable maniac, jealous of everything | did because he believed that God had chosen me instead of
him asHissavior.

“Beforearriving here,” | said, while spreading my hands out around me, “God told me about the test that
he was putting you through.” | found that the lie came easily—alittle too eesily.

Christ suddenly leaned forward, his expression indicating that he was now eager to hear what | had to
sy.

“Does God speak to His people as directly you and | are now speaking?’ | asked him.
“No.”

“Y et they believein Him and love Him, don't they?’

“Of course,” he answered.

“Then you must understand the nature of the test that He is putting you through,” | said. “He wantsyou to
experience life asthey do, with nothing but their faith to sustain them. He knowsthat by living asthey do,
without benefit of conversing with Him as He speaks to me and Joan, that you will gain afar better
understanding of humanity. ThisisHisgift to you, Hisonly Son. Even when Hisvery existenceisbeing
threatened asit is now, He has not called for your help. He would rather cease to exist than to take this
gift back.”

“He did not abandon me, then,” Christ said dowly, obvioudy having chosen every word carefully.
| nodded. “He has done this only because He loves you s0.”
Chrig'sfacefilled with asmile, thefirst time I'd ever seen one on hisface.

“| understand now,” he said. “He doeslove me.” Reaching up, he put his hand on my shoulder and
squeezed. “Thank you,” he said, “I'm forever in your debt for showing me what should have been so
obvious”

| returned hissmile, but inside | suddenly fdt like crying. | should have been pleased, having so easily
turned a potentia threat and enemy into an dly | could use, but | suddenly felt like something that you'd
scrape from the bottom of your shoe up onto the edge of a curb. I'd used his own fedlings of despair to
manipulate and twist him, asif he were some piece of |ab equipment that needed to be redesigned and
rebuilt to better serve me.

| told mysdif that the lie I'd made him believe would benefit both of us.

That made mefed evenworse.



CHAPTER 8
Tartan the Barbarian

The observatory was old. It had been fifty years old when | had last visted it, and was therefore at |east
ahundred and thirty years old now. It wasthefirst thing I'd seen, since waking two days ago, that |ooked
unchanged and untouched.

Something tugged at the sde of my shirt. | looked down and was greeted by Vlad's grinning face—his
plagtic fangstinted pink in the sun'sreflected light. He pushed his sunglassestightly againgt hisface and
then pointed down at the observatory.

“It reminds me of home,” he said. “All that it would really need to be just like home would befor afew
peasants, skewered ass-first on wooden pikes, to line the front walkway.” Hisvoice wasfull of the tones
of fond remembrance, tones that most boys would have reserved for their first puppy or for an old and
worn baseball mitt.

What little warmth of illuson | had just been basking in suddenly chilled.

But Vlad wasright. The Griffith Observatory did ook ahit like something that could have been nestled
high atop some Carpathian pesk, looking down over deep mountain valeys. It conssted of asingle
building two storiestall, covered in white plaster. Marble steps led up to large brass and stained-glass
front doors, while more than a dozen narrow, wrought iron-covered windows were sunk deep into the
building'sface. | could amost imagine crossbows protruding through those narrow windows and
steaming vats of oil perched on the roof, waiting to be poured onto the locd rioting peasants.

Sir Badll legpt to my sde, clinking and clanking from all the equipment and suppliesthat were strapped
across his powerful back. He threw back hishead and, opening his jawswide, let out an ear-rupturing
roar. He then bounded down the hill, disappearing into the thick underbrush.

One by one, everyone followed Sir Basil down the hill. Only Tom remained behind, stlanding closely next
to me. We both watched the setting sun.

“Do you think this Tartan will have some answersfor me?’ | asked, not redlly expecting to get an answer
fromhim.

1] %hms.”

| quickly turned, hoping to once again get alook at the Tom that lurked somewhere deep within him, but
apparently | had been too dow. He was staring, vacant-eyed, toward the horizon. A fine line of drool
dripped down his chin as his hands automaticaly tossed a pebble back and forth.

“Know me, God,” he said in awhisper only once, and then moved down the hill in the direction the
others had taken.

When we reached the observatory's front lawn it was dark, and the sky above was it by the swarms of
satdlites. Behind us, at the top of the hills, the HOLLY WOQOD sgn ill stood, visblein thelight from the
glowing Speed Limit number that seemed to hover just aboveit: 14.

Digtant thunder echoed.

Timewas running out.



“Shelll be expecting you,” said Anna, as she nodded in the direction of the observatory's wakway and up
toward the main doors.

“What about the rest of you?’ | asked, turning toward them.
She shook her head. “We have preparations to make.”

And that was all she said.

But | knew what she/d meant.

The preparations would be for our journey to Heaven. None of them wanted to keep God waiting. Joe
grinned at me and rubbed at his plastic-coated ear. Even though he appeared to understand the scientific
basis of what thisworld was al about, and didn't believe in the rhetoric of the Church of Limbo, he did
believe that somewhere out in the Mojave was a place called Heaven, and within that place wasaman
called God who wasin need of rescuing.

“Fine” | sad.

They dl moved off in atight little group, walking toward the Sde of the building. Getting mysdf nearly
killed, coupled with theliethat | had told Christ, seemed to have bonded the group into asingle sort of
entity, whose sole purpose was to get me to Heaven so | could perform whatever miracles were required
savetheworld.

It would be abig enough miracleif | managed just to stay dive.

| stood at the front of the walkway that led up to the observatory's front door and looked down at my
black boots. | was standing on the same type of white materid that the Barrier of the Detention Fecility
had been built out of.

Spoun diamond.

And that's exactly what it was. Nanomechanoid-built of anearly infinite number of carbon atoms—spun
diamond. My shoes weren't made of rubies, and the walkway wasn't the Y ellow Brick Road, but as|
looked up at the large front doors of the observatory | knew exactly how Dorothy must havefelt. |
couldn't resst theimages of Oz thet filled my head, 0, | clicked my boot hedls together three times. |
didn't find mysdlf whisked eighty yearsback intime. | laughed in darkness, feeling the tension fade from
my body. It had been worth a shot. Jogging up the path, | took the marble stepstwo at atime.

The handles of the observatory's front doors had been removed, and in their place was alarge gold
doorknocker in the shape of awoman'storso. | laughed again. There was someonein thiswarped world
who till had a sense of humor.

| grabbed the knockers and knocked.

“Who goesthere?’ cried out athundering voice that was so loud, and so baritone, that | could fed the
marble steps beneath my boots vibrate.

“John Smith!”

The two brass doors before me silently opened inward. Lightsflicked on from somewhere within. |
stepped inside.

The familiarity was so comforting. Nothing had changed. The foyer of the observatory was dominated by



alarge pit sunk some five feet into the floor, over which, suspended from the ceiling two floors above,
hung a pendulum. | walked over to the brassrailing that surrounded the pit and looked down into it, as|
had done so many times before. The huge brassball at the tip of the pendulum swung dowly back and
forth. If you stood here watching it long enough you would see it precess dowly around, demongtrating
that the earth rotated. | looked up at the ceiling, and at the old fresco that illustrated the twelve signs of
the zodiac. It was dull and faded, but the Gemini twins stared down a me just asthey had so many times
before.

“Hello!” | caled out, my voice echoing down the empty marbled corridors.
“Follow me,” said something down by the floor.

| jumped back, startled not so much by the voiceitself as by the fact that something could sneak up on
me. | looked down.

It wastroll-like, and about afoot tall. It had a green, wrinkled face, dominated by a sausage-like nose,
which in turn was dominated by a spongy-looking wart. It was dressed in alittle woodsman's outfit,
something reminiscent of what Robin Hood had been wearing. One of its beady red eyes was covered
by amonocle. Its chest puffed in and out asit breasthed. Whether it was dive, actualy organic, or
something synthetic made up of some agglomeration of Nanomechanoids, | had no way of knowing.

| just stared down &t it.
“Y ou desf or something?” it said while looking up a me.

“Areyou Tartan?’ | asked, hoping that thissmal pile of green wrinkled skin wasn't what I'd come dl this
way to see.

It scrunched up itsface suddenly, looking like a puckered piece of fruit. | think it may have been grinning
at me. The eongated tip of its chin rubbed againgt its nose.

“You'reared comedian,” it said, and dapped itsthigh. “I bet you're the type of disturbed individua that
was capable of enjoying my customized door-knocker.”

| couldn't help but smile.

It pointed a stubby finger at me and wagged it. “ Are you ready to get down to business?’ it asked.
“Lead theway,” | said cheerfully, reieved that this thing wasn't Tartan.

It gave me asolute and, turning, proceeded to march a goose step across the marble floor.

| followed closdy behind.

It marched around the pendulum pit; then began to negotiate the steps that led up to the observatory's
planetarium by tugging itself up aknotted rope that was draped over the sairs. It took almost afull
minute before it had climbed to the head of the sairs.

“Thisway,” it said, looking back over its shoulder and waving at me.

| dowly walked up the stairs and then followed it down adark corridor. I'd traveled down this corridor
many times before—it led into the planetarium. The troll sopped before apair of heavy-looking wooden
doors and, reaching forward, grabbed two small handles that were only about six inches above the floor.
Pulling on them, it swung the doors open.



| tried to look in, but ared velvet curtain blocked my view.

“Tartan the Barbarian, Scourge of the Netherhells and Princess of the Crystal Meadows, awaits you,”
announced thetroll. Then, bowing its head, it pointed both hands toward the curtains.

Tartan the Barbarian?
Another psycho.

Perhapsit had just been wishful thinking, or maybe it was because of some numb spot that existed deep
insde of my brain, but | had been hoping that this Tartan was going to be someone normal, someone
whose brain hadn't been turned to tapioca. But judging by the troll'sintroduction, that looked most
unlikely.

But Tartan had sent Annaand Christ after me.
She had known | had somehow been brought here.
And those things did matter.

Reaching out, | pulled the velvet drapes aside and walked in. It was dark, and it took several seconds
before my eyes adjusted. The night sky was above me, but it looked unlike any night sky | had ever seen
projected in this planetarium before. The familiar constellations were al there, and the white, blurred

band of the Milky Way ran from north to south, but there was more, much more. Hundredsif not
thousands of pinprick lights streaked across the inverted bowl of the planetarium'’s ceiling. They had to be
the satellites—the Eyes of God. Turning and looking north, | saw the Speed Limit pulsing like ared neon
sgn: 14.

My eyeswere quickly adjusting to the dark, and | looked around the floor of the planetarium. Things had
changed. The five hundred or so incredibly uncomfortable metal and wooden seets, part of the origina
equipment when the planetarium was built back in the 1930s, were gone. In their place were thingsthat |
couldn't quite distinguish—hbig bulky things. They were things that hummed, squesked, and occasiondly
moved. | walked further indgde.

In the center of the planetarium burned a smal campfire, itsflames strangely tinted green and blue. Asl
moved nearer | could hear crickets chirp. On thefar sde of thefire, illuminated by the dancing flame,
moved a shadowy figure. It reached out a hand and puit it directly into the campfire flame.

“Careto gt with me under the night sky?’ asked an amost girlish-sounding voice.

| moved forward. There was sand and gravel beneath my feet. | had to push asde atumbleweed and
carefully walk around athick squat stand of cholla cactus. | dowly sat down on apartiadly burned tree
stump. The fragrance of desert flowers and the heavy scent of rain-dampened earth hung intheair. The
shape on the other side of the fire was that of awoman, but | could tell nothing more than that.

“Why didn't that flame burn your hand?’ | asked.
“Because thefireisn't there” answered the shadow.

| squirmed on the tree stump. | had not come here to Sit under projected stars and stare into phantom
campfires. | had neither the time nor the patience for games. I'd come here to find the answersto my
questions.

“Two days ago, | found mysdlf propelled eighty yearsinto the future. Y ou knew that | had come here,



and | want to know how.”
“He getsright down to business.”

She wastaking either to someone | couldn't see or to hersdlf. Based on the mental stability of everyone
I'd met so far, | figured she was probably talking to hersdlf.

“Wadl, hesright,” said the same voice, sounding critical and impatient. “ Thisis certainly no timeto be
lying beneeth the stars and reminiscing about old adventures and battles.”

Thisdid not sound good.
Actudly, it sounded incredibly bad.
Shewas not only taking to hersdlf but actudly arguing with hersdlf.

She stood, and the campfire threw her shadow up onto the planetarium celling. She raised her handsto
the artificia night sky. | couldn't quite seein the dark, but it ppeared asif she held her hands out pams
up. Thisdidn't redly surpriss me.

“Know me, God. Know me, God. Know me, God,” she chanted.

The starswinked out and the night sky was transformed into awhite, curved celling.
| blinked and squinted.

“Strike the campsite,” she said.

“It'sabout time,” she answered.

Beneath me, thelog | sat on squirmed. | began to sink.

“| suggest you stand,” she said.

Standing quickly, | turned to look at the tree stump. It was shrinking. As| watched it sagged and
drooped, looking like something out of a Salvador Dali painting. It dribbled into the rock and sand. But
the rock and sand were aso fading away. The ground beneath my feet was gently vibrating. Asl
watched, purposely not blinking so as to not miss anything, the rocks, the cactus, and even the
tumbleweeds disintegrated and melted, seeming to flow into the floor. Nothing remained.

Nanomechanoids.

The technology wasfrightening. It could actudly create artificid redlities. | quickly looked around to
where the planetarium seating had once been. The things that had hissed and moved and made squeaking
noiseswere il there. It now looked like alaboratory, but unlike any lab that I'd ever worked in.
Trangparent vats of strangely colored liquids lined the walls and hung from the celling, connected to one
another by sagging, undulating tubes. Banks of what looked like € ectronics sat randomly about. Their
display pandsflowed asif made of liquid, one moment dotted with knobs and switches and the next filled
with video screens, keyboards, and speaker grilles. From the top of each panel protruded a skeletal hand
that, reaching down, would adjust knobs and type at the keyboards. Things scurried across the floor.
Severa werelike thetroll I'd already seen, but there were aso 0ozing balls of gelatinous dime that
crawled up and down the walls, and giant grasshopper-like creatures staring into the viewing ports of a
monstrous aquarium that was filled with aluminescent, milky substance.

| turned, unableto look at it anymore, my head starting to ache and my stomach fedling queasy. Tartan



the Barbarian stood in front of me.
Raquel Welch.

Tartan the Barbarian was not Raquel Welch, but she was wearing a Raquel Welch fur bikini that ooked
asif it had been lifted directly from the movie One Million Years B.C. She certainly did not fill itinthe
way that only Raquel could, but shefilled it pleasantly nonetheless. Tartan wastall, perhaps only afew
inches shorter than my own six feet, and built solid and strong like aweight lifter. When she moved |
could see sharply defined muscle. Her hair was long and honey-colored. And except for her fur bikini,
and the necklace wrapped snugly around her throat, made out of large, sharp-looking teeth, the only
other thing that she wore was an oversized plastic wristwatch.

“Some chairs, please,” she said whilelooking at her watch.
“Of course,” replied thewatch, using her voice.
Thank God.

She hadn't been talking to hersdlf. The watch was no watch but probably some sort of computer that
responded in her own voice—eccentric, but not flat-out insane.

Likewatching afilm of ameting chair run backward, the floor behind Tartan shimmered, flowed molten,
bulged upward, and quickly solidified into the shape of achair.

Something nudged the back of my knees. | didn't even bother to turn around, certain that behind me was
achair identicd to the onethat | saw behind Tartan.

| sat down. The chair was soft and warm. | thought | could almost feel the Nanomechanoidswithinit.
Something suddenly burned in my head, and another one of those hidden doors thregtened to open. |
gtared straight ahead, concentrating on Tartan, purging my thoughts of Nanomechanoids.

The door stayed closed.

“It'sactualy been dightly longer than eighty years,” said Tartan. “The current dateis August 21, 2076.
Y our world iseighty-six yearsin the past.” She smiled, and tugged a along strand of hair that had gotten
caught in the corner of her mouith.

Yed
| sagged into my chair.

Sheredly did know about me, did know that thiswasn't my world. “Do you know how | got here?’ |
asked. That wasthe big question. If | could get that one answered everything else might fall into place.
The pams of my hands were swesting.

“Yes, | know,” she said, nodding her head. But she no longer smiled.

| leaned forward in my chair.

The musclesin her neck seemed to twitch, and she bit at her lower lip.
“How?’ | asked.

She swalowed, and wiped her own palms across her legs. “I can't tell you that.” She quickly sat back in
her chair and began twirling alock of her hair.



It took several seconds before her wordsfinally stopped echoing in my head and had some meaning
associated with them. “What!” | yelled at her, as| jumped up out of my chair. If she knew, she was
damnwel going to tell me,

That was afact.
If not, I'd will my body into its berserker mode and best it out of her.

She dowly rose out of her own chair. “Will you let me explain?’ she asked camly. Then, Stting back
down, she pointed toward the chair behind me.

It was asupreme effort, but | sat.
“What do you know about the Bug?’ she asked.

“I know it caused dl this” | said, waving my right hand around, obvioudly not referring to the planetarium
but to the world on the other side of the walls. “1 think about four years ago this country, and quite
poss bly the entire world, was hit with some sort of biologica weapon.”

“Correct,” said her wrist computer.
“A synthetic virus,” said Tartan. “A viroid.”

| nodded toward both of them. “It probably killed most people, turned most of the survivorsinto
Mushies, or—" | stared at her. How wise would it be to tell awacko that she was awacko?

“Or?’ shesad.

| could seeitin her eyes.

She knew. She knew that she was crazy.

“Left them with acompletely dtered persondlity.”

She leaned back in her chair and dowly nodded her head. The look on her face was cold and hard.
“Your andysisisfairly correct, if somewhat lacking,” shesaid. “Theviruswasin fact very lethd,
especidly for the very young and the very old. It was an internaly clocked viroid, which inits dormant
phase caused no externa symptoms and an undetectable degree of cdllular disruption. For dmost ten
monthsit remained in that mode, undetected but highly infectious. Then on November 13, 2072, it's
internal clock wasfired, causing three pairs of guanine and cytosne within its DNA to invert locations.
The result was that within twelve hours € even billion people had died, another one billion had survived
but wereintellectudly flat-lined, while some one hundred million survived with their brains still functioning
but with their personditiestotally atered.”

She leaned forward in her chair and stared at me with intense-looking green eyes.

“Those who found themsdlves with new persondities were not just the beneficiaries of some satigtica
anomaly. The viroid was designed to seek out and eat al sense of sdf. In afew, where the sense of slf
was extremely strong and their imaginations most vivid, asthey felt themsel ves fading they struggled
within their own brains, searching for something that they could latch on to, something thet they could
decealve themsdvesinto believing was part of their own persondlity. Very few were ableto do this. The
vast mgjority of people, with brains that now had no sense of sdlf, smply went into shock and died. A
billion Mushies were unable to hold on to an dtered sense of sdf but continued to cling to somefaint
echo of their originad selves. The lucky oneswoke up as someone el se—as someone they had dreamed



of.”
She pushed hersdlf back into her chair.
“But it wasn't just arandom personality,” said her watch.

“That'sright,” said Tartan, agreeing and nodding. “ The persondlity that surfaced was the onethat had lain
hidden in the back of the person's mind. It could be someone you ether admired or hated, the only
important thing being that the image of that person was solid and three-dimensiond. The brain would
latch on to that phantom personaand incorporateit into anew sense of self.”

| looked at her, wondering what she had redly been, wondering what had forced her to create afantasy
persondlity of abarbarian princess that wore afur bikini and fang necklace. | pointed at her. “ Then you
know that thisisn't redly you,” | said.

Something burned behind my eyes, but | ignored it.

“On adetached, intellectud level, | can admit that thisis not how | was before the Bug, but within"—she
tapped at the side of her head—"0on an emotiona level, | know I've aways been Tartan.”

Could someone who was insane know that they were insane? | had no way of knowing.
“Why?' | asked.

She just shrugged her shoulders. “No one seemsto know for certain. But anyone, in any part of the
world, with alab not much more sophisticated than mine, could have created the Bug. It could have been
done by governments, or by only oneinsaneindividud.”

| again took aquick glance around what wasin fact alaboratory. | didn't think | could have figured out
how to even boil abeaker of water in this place, much less create avirusthat could selectively interfere
with the brain's chemigtry, destroying al sense of self.

| looked back at her. Maybe she/d answer my question now. “How did | get here?’ | asked quietly and
dowly.

Shetook adeep breath, asif trying to postpone something that she didn't want to say. “ The Bug killed
most people outright, but even for those who survive it can become lethd at any moment. If apersonis
presented with aspects of the personality they possessed before the Bug, that knowledge will result in
seizure and then death.”

Knowledge can kill.
The words, and the pain associated with them, echoed in my head. | tried to ignore both, but | couldn't.

“Theproblemis,” said Tartan, “that the origina persondity, gone on the surface, apparently till resides
somewhere deep within the brain, but walled off and protected. Forcing the brain to acknowledge that
the old sdIf till exists, when it has cometo believein only the new persondity, istoo much for it to cope
with. Electrical brain activity becomes chaotic and leads to a complete nervous system breakdown.”

Her breathing had become rapid as she spoke, and swesat was dripping down her face. Her left cheek
began to twitch steadily as a metronome. Shelifted up both her hands and pressed them against the Sides
of her head, massaging her scalp.

| lifted up ahand to my face and felt the swest dripping down it. A pressure was building behind my



eyes, threatening to explode, to crack my skull.

“For me even to think about this, without knowing any of the actua details about my former sdf, is
creating electrica disturbancesin my brain.” She paused, and began to pant likeadog. “In this
susceptible sate, if someone were to describe even the smallest detail of my old personality, I'd be killed
ingantly.”

| concentrated on my breathing, trying to dow it, trying to control it. My heart pounded, beating up into
my throat.

“How did | get here?’ | asked again. My voice was shaky and cracked.

“The Bug had rather flu-like symptoms,” she said. “It was characterized by high fevers, chest congestion,
and difficulty in thinking clearly. Doesthat sound familiar?’ she asked.

It sounded frighteningly familiar.
Things ground againg the ingde of my skull.
The musclesin my forearms began to twitch.

“The Bug is now endemic to the Earth's biosphere. It'sin the air we breathe and the water we drink, and
it'stied into thefood chain, having invaded everything from the smplest of bacteriasal theway up to
man.” She pointed afinger a me. “The Bug changed you two days ago.”

Nol!

It wasn't true.

ltwasalie.

| was John Smith. I'd dways been John Smith.
| could fed blood drip from my nose.

“No!”

Asmy voice echoed throughout the planetarium my hands stopped shaking and | breathed easily,
redlizing that what she claimed had happened to me smply couldn't be possible. Reaching up, | wiped
away the blood from my upper lip. “1 anwho | am, and dwayshave been,” | said. “I am John Smith.”
There was nothing that | was more certain of than that.

Tartan shook her head, and did the computer from her wrist. Reaching forward, she held it out in front of
me. “Takethis,” said Tartan, "she will convinceyou.”

| did not want to be convinced.

| refused to be convinced.

“Doesthetruth frighten you?’

| reached forward and grabbed it from her hand.

She shook her head. “Thetruth should frighten you, because the truth can kill.”

| looked away from her, ignoring what she said, and stared into the computer's smal |l display screen.



Shapes and colors seemed to move randomly within it. | could make no sense out of what | was seeing,
but suddenly my eyes seemed to focus and my brain redized that | wasn't looking at aflat,
two-dimensiona image, but at athree-dimensiona one. It was a cartoon character seated inachair. The
character was awoman, with long blond hair, afang necklace, and avery familiar-looking fur bikini.

“I'm Tartan the Barbarian,” said the cartoon character, its eyes staring out at me, their gaze locked onto
my face.

| looked up éat the flesh-and-bone Tartan.
“I liketo think of her asmy conscience,” she said.

| looked back into the display. “1've subjected my organic self to enough pain with this discussion of
pre-Bug personalities, and will handle the remainder of what you need to know mysdf. So that she
doesn't hear what I'm about to say, I'm going to speak to you through aneura connection from the
Trivid, tied directly into your auditory system. Nanomechanoids entered into your body when you firgt sat
inyour chair, and have been constructing the connection.

Invaded.

| imagined | could fed microscopic things crawling and scuttling beneath my skin. But it wasn't
imagination. | could fed them, could amost touch them.

Lightning crackled in my heed.

“Now only you can hear me,” she said with avoice that echoed in my right ear. “I don't want my organic
sef hearing any more of this, so I'd appreciateit if you'd keep your responses brief, so she can't figure
out what I'm saying.”

| nodded mechanically, unable to erase the image of bugs burrowing beneath my skin.
“Beforeyou ask it, I'll tell you what I'm sure you're wondering.”

All I wondered about wasiif the Nanomechanoids were chewing on my guts, creating countless copies of
themsalves, and if some hidden door was about to fly open within my brain and explode my head.

“I am of course not Tartan's conscience,” shesaid. “1'm asynthetic persondity, a Synth, originally
created as an entertainment and educationd device to be used by avery sdlect and talented group of
students. Janice Glickman was one of those. Y ou must never repest that namein her presence,” said the
Synth, warning me sternly.

| looked down into the display.
Her little eyebrows seemed to be knitted together and she tugged at her long blond hair.
| nodded.

“Janice was my most brilliant student, designed to be the best. Her GPI was 1. She was one of the very
few to have ever existed with such arating. She had aknowledge of biology, genetics, and the fabrication
and manipulation of Nanomechanoid technology unsurpassed by anyone. She had the potentia for
remaking the world.” The Synth Tartan shook her head. “But then the Bug was let |oose. Janice became
the only person she had ever been close to—she became me. | was able to convince her that | wasin
fact apart of hersdf, her conscience, and over the past several years have been dowly directing her,
trying to break her out of this Tartan the Barbarian mindset without causing a complete menta collapse



and killing her. My god isto eventudly bring her back to her full capabilities. If she can reach thet leve,
she may be able to discover away to cure the Bug and reverse its effects. But she's never going to get
that chanceif she dong with everybody e se dieswithin the next few days. That iswhy she sent Annaand
Jesus out to find you. Within you lie the resources to reingtate the old Speed Limit, and find out what has
happened to God.”

Thiswastoo much, and far too fast.
Something incandescent and blinding filled my head.
“She brought me here?’ | whispered, afraid that if | spoke any louder my head would shatter.

She stood from her cartoon chair. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “ Sheis not responsible for your
being here, and furthermore, you were not brought to 2076. All your memories, and everything that you
believeisyou, is because of what the Bug did to you two days ago. Y ou are not John Smith.”

My eydidsfluttered.
My entire body twitched and spasmed.
"I am!" | screamed.

“I knew it was going to come down to this,” she said. “I could point out to you how you find yoursdf ina
body that you know isn't yours, how you know things that ‘ John Smith’ couldn't possibly know, and how
random bits of knowledge are dmost capable of killing you. But none of that will make you bdieve.”

It felt likeadull drill bit had been forced through the back of my head, chipping at bone and now grinding
itsway through pink-gray brain. My legs began to twitch uncontrollably. My eyes watered.

“That doesn't mean athing,” | said through gritted teeth. “1I'll admit that something has happened to me,
and that I've been somehow atered and enhanced, but I'm still me. That hasn't changed.” | dapped
mysdf againg the chest. The grinding drill bit vanished.

“In order for you to accomplish the task that will be set before you, you will hive to give up the persona
of John Smith and accept who you redly are.”

"Won't that kill me?" | screamed, trying to trap it with its own logic. Tartan had said that to know your
true slf would kill you, would destroy your brain. Thisthing waslying to me, trying to confuse me.

“It may,” shesad, “but there are unique qudities about you that may prevent that from occurring. |
amply don't know. But if you cannot survivewhat | am about to tell you, you will stand absolutely no
chance a al when we get to Heaven and you have to face the Supreme.”

| didn't want to know.

| couldn't know.

“No!”

“Colin Wood,” she spokein my ear.

A balt of lightning split my heed. | felt my brain splatter across the planetarium ceiling.

CHAPTER9



Revenge
Colin Wood.
| was till dive.

My brain felt bruised, swollen, asif someone had been beating at it with agtick. Blinking forced tears out
of my eyes. My name was Colin Wood. It had aways been Colin Wood. John Smith wasjust an dias
generated by the Bug. That was afact, an indisputable, stone-and-concrete fact—Ilike the sun'srising in
the east or water's flowing downhill. But even more important was that my gut knew that it wasthetruth.
And | knew that if the name John Smith hadn't been mine then nothing e se that | thought of as being part
of mysdf wasactudly mine.

Everything had been alie.
But what littletruth | now could understand till made no sense.

If the Bug had destroyed the world four years ago, killing or transforming everyone, why had it attacked
me only two days ago? Where had | been for the last four years, that it hadn't been able to touch me?

“Why?’ | asked in awhisper.

Tartan, ill infront of me, reached out and touched my cheek. The touch was gentle. “ God will know,”
she said.

| sat up, having dumped down into my chair. | was il in Tartan'sab, surrounded by the impossible and
unimaginable. An ugly little troll was standing on anearby table, decanting some foaming
yelowish-colored goo into abeaker. It looked up at me, staring, seeming to see right through me, almost
asif it could seein mewhat | couldn't see.

It seemed to be accusing me of something.

“What isthat?’ | asked.

“A condruct,” shesaid. “An apparatus| created that helpsin my experiments.”
The word burned in my head.

“Am | acongruct?’ | asked, till watching thetroll. | feared to know the answer, suddenly certain that
that was what | was—a creature, one capable of superhuman acts and thoughts, but still just acregture. |
wondered if | had asoul. An hour ago | had not believed in God, and now | was desperate to know if |
had asoul.

Cupping my cheeksin both her hands and turning my heed, she stared into my eyes. “Y ou're aman, with
asoul and aheart. Y our capabilities may be unique, but you are totally human.”

“Not bits and pieces glued together by Nanomechanoids?’ | asked, smply wanting reassurance, wanting
to hear her tel me again that | was not amachine.

“Shestelling you thetruth,” said the Synth, spesking in my right ear.

| looked down at my lap, where my hands rested. The display was now firmly locked onto my left wrist.
Raisngit up, | lookedintoit. “Whoam 1?7’ | asked. “Who is Colin Wood?’

“I cannot tell you that now,” said the Synth. “Y our brain is till recovering from the shock of redlizing that



you are not John Smith.”
The display blurred asatremor ran down my arm.
“I haveto know,” | said in awhisper. A whisper wasall | could manage. | was drained and exhausted.

“Just because you survived the knowledge of realizing your true name, that is no guarantee that any
further understanding will not kill you. But | can promise you that you will learn who Colin Wood redly
is. Those answers are waiting for you in Heaven.”

And | knew that to betrue.

| had known that from the ingtant I'd first suspected that the Laser Facility and Heaven were one and the
same.

Thered be no more answersfor me here.
“Seep,” shesaid.
My eyeswere aready closed.

Opening my eyes, | saw the Earth, al blue and white, hanging above the jagged pesks of ash-gray
mountains. | sat up. | was on the moon, stuffed into a deeping bag, Staring out into space. Sitting up and
turning, | saw a half-dozen other degping bagstightly bunched beside mine.

A shiver ran down my back.

| could have killed them. | knew who they redlly were, who they once had been. If | had questioned them
about any of it they would have been dead. But | hadn't. Somehow | had known. | had known al aong.

Pest them was a brightly polished brassrail, and beyond that the marbled corridor of the observatory's
Hall of Science.

“John.”
The sound of my name gently echoed throughout the building.
But that wasn't my real name.

| looked out into the corridor. Tartan now stood there, holding afinger to her lips. In her other hand she
held what looked like a battle-ax, but it was unlike any ax that had ever been used by any redl barbarian.
The handle was norma enough looking, being of some polished, dark-brown wood and having aleather
strap that protruded from its end and wrapped around her wrist. It was the blade that made me [ook
twice. Almost afoot across, it was nearly transparent, as if made of glass. But as Tartan moved, rocking
on her barefeet, rainbow colors rippled across the blade, the effect resembling that of oil flowing over
water. The blade was probably Nanomechanoid-constructed from raw carbon. | could imagine the very
tip of that blade being only afew atomic layers thick—kept ever sharp by scuttling Nanomechanoids.
She waved the ax at me, motioning for me to come out of the lunar landscape display.

Worming my way out of the deeping bag, | carefully maneuvered around craters and glassy shards of
debrisand findly vaulted over the guardrail.

“Boots,” she sad, pointing her ax down at the floor and at a pile of shoes.

| stepped into my boots and began lacing.



“Theré's something | think you should see, John.”

| looked up at her. “The nameis Colin,” | said. I'd somehow accepted it, and there was no reason why
she shouldn't.

She twirled her ax, sending reflected, rainbow-colored patterns flying acrossthe wals. “1n name only,”
shesaid. “Inyour heart, you know that your lifeisthat of John Smith. Listen to your heart. It'sthe only
way to remain sane.”

Listen to my heart.
Shewasright.

Intellectudly, and if | used cold, emotionlesslogic, | knew my name was Colin Wood. But in my soul |
was gill John Smith. | felt mysdlf nod.

“Please hurry,” she said in aflat, dead-sounding voice. “1 think you'll want to seethis.”

| stood, ignoring my dangling laces. There was something about the lack of emation in her voicethat told
methat thiswasahdl of alot more than just something she thought | should see. Thiswas some-

thingthat | had to see.
“Where?’

She again motioned me forward with her ax. Dog-trotting down the Hallway of Science, past displays of
Martian sand dunes, chunks of meteorites, and freeze-dried Saturn ring debris, she skirted around the
pendulum pit and leaned up againgt one of the large brass and stained-glass front doors.

She pushed it open and | looked out.

The parking lot, beyond the observatory's front lawn, wasfilled with dmost a dozen hexprops, and with
what looked like at least a couple of hundred white body-armored troopers.

| saw dl thiswith only aglance, then hit the floor and belly-crawled back behind the wall that surrounded
the pendulum pit. | expected to find Tartan on the floor right next to me, but | was aone. Crouching on
al fours, | dowly raised my head.

Tartan stood in front of the open door, her ax dangling againgt her sde.

“Down!” | screamed. It was amiracle that she hadn't dready had a smoking hole punched through her
chest.

She didn't so much asflinch at the sound of my voice.

“The Shidld is keeping them back,” she said. “Nothing short of an atomic blast can breach a hdf-meter
thickness of grapho-titanate shielding. And even if they could crack it, it's Nanomechanoid actively
maintained. It would be resedled dmost ingtantly.”

Shidd?

| continued to peer around the edge of the pendulum pit for severa more seconds. When the front doors
didn't implode, sending stained glass, brass shards, and chunks of Tartan across the lobby, | stood. If
whoever was now in charge of Napoleon's troops hadn't already opened fire, it meant that they couldn't.



| stood.
Sowly.

Beyond the Shield's perimeter troopers moved quickly, running between what looked like whitish opaque
blast shields. They dl wore body armor and al carried laser rifles. Severd of the bazooka-like devices
that had transformed Robin Hood and his Merry Band into a pile of steaming red goo were dl aimed
sraight at us. Thetip of each bazookabarrel glowed a green-tinted purple.

“We have them right where we want them,” said Tartan, sounding extremely pleased. She shook her
battle-ax high above her head.

| couldn't believeit, didn't want to believeit.
Shewasjust like Joan, incapable of knowing when to turn tail and run.

“Y ou knew they were coming,” | said flatly, not asking aquestion but merely stating adisgustingly
obviousfact.

Tartan turned, smiling, and pulled along strand of blond hair from the corner of her mouth. “Of course,”
shesaid. “I didn't think Napoleon would be arriving so soon, but | knew hed come. He wants you, no
matter what the cost.”

Napoleon.
Shedidn't know. The others hadn't told her.
“He'sdead. Chrigt killed him.”

Her smileturned to asmirk. “I'm afraid that al of you have underestimated my brother's determination.
No oneknowshimlikel do. A little thing like a spear through the heart would not keep him dead for

long.”

Brother.

| felt myself take astep away from her.

Thelook on her face was strange, the expression one of both hate and fear.

“He was your brother?’ | asked, using the past tense, knowing that he was dead, remembering how his
dying body had rattled and shook as he spoke with hislast breath.

“Half-brother, actualy,” spoke the Synth in my right ear. “His nameis Jason Glickman. Sperm came
from the same parent, but ovum originated from two different sources. But thisisatopic best |eft done.
The relationship between them was not a healthy one. Don't ask her anything more about it.”

| wasn't quite sure what the Synth meant, but | could guess. | knew that Napoleon was capabl e of
anything—absolutdy anything. But now he was dead.

Tartan pointed toward something with her ax. “ Seefor yourself.”
| looked.

A massivefigure stood at the edge of ablast shidld. It wore ablue crushed-velvet waistcoat, aruffled red
satin-looking shirt, pink tights, and black, knee-length riding boots. The gloves were white and had



ruffled lace around the wrigts. A smal headset hung around the neck.
Coke-boattlethick lenses glinted in the bright light.
"He'salive?" He had died. | had felt him die.

“Theingtant that his heart ruptured,” said the Synth, “1'm certain that the emergency cache of
Nanomechanoids he has stored within him activated and sedled off dl arteries and veins, and then set up
their own intervascular pump network. He could have been maintained in that state for hours. And he
wouldn't have needed hours. He's never more than afew minutes away from his surgeon and a bank of
cloned spare pans. He's a bit antiquated when it comes to spare parts—he insists on only organics.”

My heart missed a beat—severa bests.

Something burned in my leg, down in my right calf, exactly where Pancho had shot me. I'd felt it at the
time, felt arteries being blocked, blood flow being rerouted.

The Synth had not been the first to invade me with Nanomechanoids. They'd beenin meall
aong—possibly from the moment I'd first awoken.

| continued to stare at Napoleon, trying not to dwell on what might be going on in my own body. From
thisdistance | couldn't quite make out the look on hisface, but | could imagine the hate that must befilling
it. I could clearly remember that ook as he had died in my arms.

He wiped his gloved hands across hisface.

Yed

Anideaflooded my head.

“Y ou know Napoleon'strue identity,” | whispered to the Synth.

“That won't do any good,” she said. “He's phobic when it comes to Nanomechanoids, but not suicidd.
He has both optic and auditory active information-filtering. Any information relating to hisformer sdif is
automatically kept from hisbrain. It's one of the perks of being acardind.”

That was obvioudy something that | had not been blessed with. | just shook my head. It figured though.
Napoleon would never leave himsdlf open to that possible form of nation.

Tartan then turned and began to walk up the observatory's marbled front steps. “We should start
gathering the equipment that well be needing for the trip. Well be able to leave in about ahaf an hour.”

| had not yet seen the back of the observatory, but | was certain that the Shield covered it aswell asiit
covered the front. As| thought about it | redlized that the Shield probably did alot more than just cover
our backside, it probably went completely under usaswell. It would have to, or else Napoleon smply
would havetunneled in. But if we were protected in a sort of impenetrable fishbowl, just how were we
supposed to get out?

“Doesthis place have amagic back door?’
“Naturaly,” she said as she waked up the airs, swinging her ax.

| was going to ask how, what, and where, but figured that it would be easier, and certainly less mentally
overloading, to just seeit for mysdf, rather than risk what would most likely be some unfathomable
explanation. | started to walk up the stairs, following close behind her.



“John?” asked the Synth.

“Yes” | answered, amazed as| did so at how easily and quickly | had grown accustomed to having
some disembodied voice echoing in my ear.

“Could you please look to your right, dong the Shidld, just asit goes around the corner of the
observatory. Asyou turned | thought | saw something strange.”

| started to turn, to ook in the direction she wasindicating, when the significance of what she had just
sad sunk into my brain.

“How exactly do you see?’ | asked. The back of my eyeballs suddenly itched.

“I thought you knew,” she said. “My input sensors are rather limited so | depend on my host. Theré'sa
Nanomechanoid link between mysdlf and the back of your right optic nerve.”

| squinted, again imagining burrowing bugs, but thistime saw them chomping at the backs of my eyeballs.
| continued to turn though, and looked in the direction that she had indicated. At first | saw nothing all
that strange, except more of Napoleon's troops, but then | noticed something that looked asif someone
had emptied alarge bowl of mashed potatoes againgt the side of the Shield.

“We have a problem, John,” said the Synth, sounding very calm and controlled.

| continued to stare at the mashed potatoes. They undulated as something within them squirmed.
“A tactical error has been made.”

Shifter.

My earsrang and my eyeballstwitched, but it passed amost instantly. Another one of those deeply
buried doors had popped open. It was a Nanomechanoid Shifter. It could take over any
Nanomechanoid and subvert it—not destroy it, but subvert it. It was like avirusinvading a bacterium,
using the bacterium to help it reproduce. As | watched athin, tentacle-like strand emerged from the
Shifter and snaked across the surface of the Shield, then began to dribbleintoit.

Into it.

“Wedid not think that any Shifters still existed within the Los Angeles Quad,” said the Synth.
“ Apparently we were wrong.”

A second and third tentacle had joined thefirst, and al three were now probing into the Shield.

“The Shifter will fool the Shidld into believing thet it'sapart of itsalf. When it takes over alarge enough
section of the Shield, it will bring it down.”

“Tartan!” | caled out, just as she was opening the door.
She turned and looked at me.
“A Shifter,” | said, while pointing toward it.

“It will breach the Shield in less than twenty minutes,” said the Synth, with the same lack of urgency asif
sheweretdling me when the next buswould arrive.

“Weve got twenty minutes at the most,” | said.



Tartan smiled, and stroked the longest fang of her necklace. “ The escape hatch won't be accessible for
amogt another thirty minutes,” she said. Sheraised her battle-ax high above her head. “It lookslike we
fignt!”

She began to walk back down the stairs, amost strutting.
No.

| would not let this happen again.

It would be Robin Hood's cave al over again.

| willed my body into its Enhanced mode, finding that | no longer had to wait for it to take control of me.
My body seemed to pulse and everything around me became bright and crisp, asif | had just removed a
pair of fogged glasses. | now had control. | ran up the stairs, wrapped my arm around her waist, and
picked her up asif she were weightless. | tossed her over my shoulder.

“Y ou're going to show me this escape hatch of yours!” | shouted, pushing on one of the front doors with
theflat of my free hand, sending it hurtling open. Hinges squedled, meta ripped, and the entire door
jerked inward, splintering marble and disappearing over the brassrailing that surrounded the pendulum
pit wall. The crash echoed down the marbled hdls.

“Let mefight him!" she screamed.
| raninthedirection of the lunar display.

The shaft angled downward. Bending over, and peering into it, | ran my hand around itsinside lip. About
fifty feet below meit foamed and frothed. It felt glass-smooth, and glowed green with what must have
been some sort of Nanomechanoid-induced luminescence.

“Where doesit lead?’ | asked, without getting up or bothering to turn around.

“Oncethe Shidd is penetrated and another ten meters of shaft wall grown, it intersectswith a
two-thousand-meter runway that leads to the PAmdale Tube,” said Tartan.

“What isthe PAmdae Tube?’ | whispered so that only the Synth could hear me.

“A high-speed magnetically levitated rail system connecting the Los Angeles areato the PAmdale Federa
Scramjet Facility. Tartan directed construction of the runway to connect to the Tube when we first
located here three years ago, after sheleft her brother. The last hundred feet of the runway were left
incomplete just in case someone entered into it from the far end. We didn't want any unwelcome
vistors”

Again | looked down at the bubbling bottom of the pit. It had dropped down several more feet. “How
long until this shaft connectsto the runway?’

“Eleven minutes”

“How long until the Shield is breached?’
“Two minutes”

We were screwed—in dl likelihood, dead.

| straightened up and turned.



Seven pairs of eyes stared at me. Eight pairs, if Sir Basl'swere included. They were waiting—waiting for
me.

| pointed first at Christ and Anna. She had the laser rifle clenched in her hands, and the power pack
strapped across her back was humming. Christ held his spear in one hand and an M-16 in the other.
“We have to hold Napoleon's troops back for nine minutes before we can make our escape. They can
only comein in one place, and that's where the Shifter is breaking through. Y ou have to hold them there
aslong asyou can.”

Christ reached up, grabbed one of Sir Basil's laid-back ears, and tugged a him. “Let's save some souls,”
he said. Turning, the two of them ran down the marbled corridor. Christ had his robe hiked up around his
knees.

Annahad not moved.
“WEell hold them until the passageis opened and you can escape,” she said.
“Wecan all escape,” | said.

She nodded, and for just a second we were the only two people in the room. She was certain that she
wouldn't be using the escape hatch.

And sowas|.

She had our only useful wegpon, the only one that could punch through body armor, and that would
make her the principa target. Therewas no fear in her face, just resignation, the knowing that her lifewas
over. All that mattered to her now was that her sacrifice would save others.

“Thank you,” | said.
Asinadequate as that sounded, it wasal | could say.

“You'rewelcome, Lord,” she said in awhisper, then turned and ran down the halway, her bootsteps
echoing.

| wanted to scream to her, to tell her the truth, to tell her that | wasn't Christ. But | couldn't. If | had, |
would have taken away from her the only thing she valued—her beliefs.

And that | couldn't do.
| turned to the others.

“When we go down that shaft,” | said, pointing down at it but kegping my eyes on them, “Napoleon's
troopswill be right behind us, and at that instant we have to stop them somehow. We can't let them
follow us. Suggestions?’

No one spoke, not even the Synth.

“Any chemicas or explosives stored here that we can use?’
Tartan shook her head.

Gunfire crackled outside. Thefloor vibrated.

| looked down the long halway, down toward the pendulum pit. Dust and plaster were raining down.



The zodiac fresco was most likely gone—the Gemini twins no longer existed. Something seemed to stab
meinthe chedt. It felt asif thelast link to my old life, to alife that wasn't redly even mine, had just been
severed.

“Yeeow!”

| turned back toward them, theimage of the zodiac fresco that had filled my head suddenly shattering just
asthered one must have. Joe was bending over, rubbing hisshin, just as Vlad was swinging back his
right foot, obvioudy getting ready to take another kick at him. “Access Loki, you dumb shit,” he said, as
he held hisfoot back, threatening Joe with it.

“I don't know how,” said Joein ddmost awhimper. “How could someone like me know how to access
Loki?

Loki?
Bang!

My eardrums popped and | felt air being sucked out of my chest. Glass shattered and imploded inward
from dl thefront windows.

Tartan grabbed Joan by the wrist and pulled at her, but looked a me. “Vlad'sright,” she said, asshe
gtarted to tug Joan down the halway. “1f Joe could actualy access Loki, he might be ableto lock it into a
feedback loop. He could not only fry the observatory just before we go, but could even fool Loki into
directing fire onto Napoleon's troops.”

What the hell was Loki?
No hidden doors snapped open in my head.
Pzzz!

A shock wave knocked Vlad and Tom to the floor and sent Joe crashing into my arms. The observatory
groaned and shuddered. Above and to our |eft the ceiling buckled and then broke, sending down a
torrent of plaster and brick.

Joe looked up at me, the expression on hisface overflowing with fear. “Don't make me,” he pleaded. A
shudder ripped through his body, and his eyelids fluttered. “ Some things are best not remembered.”

| looked up.

Joan and Tartan were running down the hallway toward the pendulum pit. “Use the portablelink in the
lab!” Tartan screamed back at me.

Thefloor tilted.
“What the hell isLoki?’ | shouted down at Joe.
Hewinced asif | had just driven astake through his heart.

“Loki isthe Synth that actudly runsthe Thor system,” answered Tartan's Synth in acalm and cool voice.
“If it can be accessed, if passwords and blocks can be broken through, and if it can be fooled into
believing that it isunder atack from thislocation, it will fireon us”

| understood.



It would be our only chance.

“Hecandoit!” screamed Vlad. “He knows. He helped build the thing, in the Beforetimes. He always
talks about it. He knows!”

Joe sagged in my arms. | lifted him from the floor and stared into his pae face. His eydids fluttered open.
“I want you to access Loki,” | said, “causeit to fire on Napoleon's troops, and then forceit to vaporize
the observatory just aswereleaving.”

Spit ran down his mouth, dribbling from hischin. “1 don't know anything about Loki,” he whimpered. “I
can't access anything. | can't read, | can't write, | don't know anything about Synths. Where's my
Narcanal?1 cant...”

Smack!

| cocked my arm back, getting ready for another swing, but stopped. There was another way, a better
way. Grabbing him by the throat, | pulled him across the floor and pushed hisface toward Tom and
Vlad, who were il tangled up together.

“Do you want to be responsible for Vlad dying?’ | shook him asif he were abundle of rags. “Do you?"

A section of the celling above us cracked open. A sted girder crashed down, pulverizing aglass case full
of old telescopes and textbooks.

"Do you?" | screamed again.

| felt hisbody convulse, and hislegs started twitching, pounding against the floor.
“Termind,” he half hissed, haf spit out. | pulled him back up. “ Get meto atermind.”
| threw him across my shoulder and started running down the halway.

“Vlad,” | caled out without looking back. “If we don't return, and troopers break in, | want you and
Tom down that shaft whether it's opened or not.”

| heard no reply. Therewas no time. The world turned crimson. A fireball rolled over the pendulum pit in
front of me, just asthe explosive shock wave hit.

Crack!

Thefloor dropped beneath me and | hit the hallway wall. A sheet of black, oily smoke enveloped meas|
fdl to thefloor. But | was up ingtantly, and running. Joe felt limp and dead.

The pendulum pit was filled with debris—sted girders, both front doors, plaster, bricks, and something
that looked like amound of shredded fur.

Sr Badll.

Hewastorn and burnt. He'd been severed in half and | couldn't see his hindquarters. What remained of
someone's head was locked firmly in hisjaws.

There was no time to stop. Out of the corner of my eye, as| rounded the edge of the pit, | saw Joan and
Tartan huddled in the corner of the open front doorway. Joan was squeezing off shots from her M-16
and Tartan had her battle-ax tightly clenched in her fists. There was no sign of Christ or Anna.



| legpt up the gairs, smashed my shoulder into the planetarium’s doors, splintering them, knocking them
from their hinges, and then tore through the velvet curtains.

The entire back end of the planetarium celling had collgpsed. Trolls and grasshopper-creatures were
chaotically digging through the rubble, clearing awvay something large, something that cried and hissed. A
large green fluke, protruding from the pile, was streaked with what might have been blood but looked
more like corn syrup.

Joe suddenly struggled.
“Put medown,” he mumbled.

| lowered him. Half of hisfacelooked siff and dead. Drool ran from the corner of his mouth. Hisleft eye
was unfocused and glazed over. He stood on oneleg, listing over. Hisleft arm was twisted and pinned
againg his chest. He shook and rattled, like an unbalanced machine that was about to tear itself apart.
The strain of having to remember things that Joe Average should not know had obvioudy ruptured
something in the right half of hisbrain. He turned and hobbled toward the nearest rack pandl. It looked
lifeless and dead. Reaching forward with his amost steady right hand, he grabbed the skeletdl hand that
hung limp from the top of the panel and pressed it againgt his forehead.

Therack pand activated, and alarge video display materidized on its oily-looking metallic surface.
He hdf turned toward me.
“Takecareof Vlad!” he screamed asloudly as he could, the words barely intelligible.

Bending down, he rammed his head into the video display. Glassdidn't bresk and, miraculoudy, nothing
exploded. Just as his head hit the surface turned soft, asif made of putty. He sank into it, nose and

ear-deep.
Bang!

Therewas aquick burst of satic in my ear, and my wrist burned. | looked down. The Synth had been
reduced to a puddle of molten plagtic.

| turned.

Wearing full white body armor and an oversized red beret, the trooper had alaser rifle-trained toward
my legs. The thing looked sexless, and barely human. Orders obvioudy had been given not to kill me,
becauseif they had | would aready have been splattered across the floor. But alittle maiming was
probably not only allowed but actualy encouraged.

| took a half-step forward.

“Stop!” shouted a synthesized-sounding voice echoing from its spesker grille.
| took another half-step forward.

Thistimeit said nothing. Its head was no longer quite attached to its body.

Tartan sood behind it. She had just swung her ax, and was till standing behind the trooper. It stood with
its severed head gtill resting on its shoulders. Tartan planted a bare foot inits back and pushed. It
collapsed on itsdlf, the head bouncing on the floor and rolling away. Threetrolls chased after it, throwing
bricksat it.



Tartan turned and ran back through the open doorway, disappearing in a swift of thick smoke.

Taking adeep breath and concentrating, | reached insde of myself and accessed something deep and
shrouded. More hidden doors opened. But there was no pain, no confusion. | knew exactly what | had
to do. The room glowed bright, my fingerstingled, and | legpt onto the dead corpse. Its head was gone,
but | could fed the heart till beating chaotically and randomly. Blood spurted from its severed neck
arteries. With one hand | grabbed the laser rifle, while with the other | grabbed the trooper by the waist,
lifting it up. I'd have severa seconds before the body was actualy dead and the laser rifle would
deactivate and Sart disintegrating.

| was dmost through the open doorway when | shot two troopers that tried to comeinto the planetarium.
Steam and red muscle exploded between their suit seams. | ran forward. There were a half-dozen of
Napoleon's troopers il standing, and what looked like the body parts of at least a dozen others strewn
across the floor. Tartan and Joan stood back-to-back, knee-deep in dead troopers. Joan's M-16 fired,
unable to penetrate the body armor, but the bullets momentum knocked them back, throwing them
off-balance. Tartan swung her ax in wide, swirling arcs, dicing through anything that came near her.

Two things were immediately obvious. Orders had been given to take everyone dive, or e se both Joan
and Tartan would smply have been vaporized, and secondly, none of these troopers was outfitted with
the gray toastersthat could easily have knocked both Joan and Tartan unconscious. Napoleon not only
was making things extremely difficult for his own troops, but placing himself at a definite disadvantage.

Why?
But there was no time to wonder. They'd seen me.

| looked at all six of them, one by one, watching lasers pivot, bodies move, and fingers Strain againgt
triggers. | made cd culations without realy being conscious of doing them. All six would be ableto fireon
mein less than a second. It would take me more than two secondsto fire on al six of them. I'd be
chopped in half, standing on cauterized knee sumps, before | could kill the fourth one.

Animage of abilliard table materidized in front of me.

And | knew what to do.

| fired.

Thefirst trooper exploded, its chest caving in and steam screaming through its armored neck joints.
The second pivoted itsrifle and squeezed the trigger.

But | fired firg, hitting him in the shoulder, theimpact turning him.

Hisfinger continued to press againg the trigger.

Hislaser vaporized the hands of the sixth trooper, then hit the fourth trooper square in the crotch. | didn't
have to watch. | knew that ashefdl, dill firing, he'd turn the floor benegth him to molten dag, then fall
facefirgintoit.

| fired again, hitting the third trooper in the gut, boiling hisinnards.

| turned toward the fifth trooper. Hislaser wastrained on me, hisfinger squeezing againg thetrigger. He
wasn't aming for ams or legs. He was centered on my head.



But | fired first, my laser amed for his head and my reflexesfar faster than his,
Nothing happened.

My laser was dead, the Nanomechanoids within it finally redlizing that the trooper they were daved to
had died.

“No!” dhrieked Tartan. “You can't kill him!"
| stood, waiting. Therewasn't timeto do anything e se.
Thetrooper suddenly fell forward, avibrating spear protruding from the back of his neck.

Chrigt lurched through the doorway, burnt, whét little was | eft of hisrobe melted into hisskin. He
dragged something behind him. It was hard to tell, but it looked asif it was what was|left of Anna. Black
smokerosefromit.

Ker-blam!

Superhested air exploded through the front doorway, hurling Christ into the air, throwing him over the
pendulum pit, and crashing him onto the floor in front of me. What little had remained of Annajoined Sir
Basl| in the pendulum pit. Both Tartan and Joan were tossed down the hallway in the direction of our
escape tunndl. But | remained standing, leaning into the blast of superheated air. | felt my eyebrows curl,
and could

amel my shirt beginning to smoke.
Thor.

Joe had doneit. He had accessed L oki, and had somehow directed the Thor system to fireon
Napoleon's troops.

Joan lay limp on the floor, facedown, but Tartan was standing, shaking her head. Shelooked up at me.
“Hedmost killed you,” she said intones of disbdlief. “That trooper was actudly trying to kill you."

She was obvioudy shell-shocked. Equally obvious wasthat | had no timeto ded withiit. | pointed first a
Christ, who lay down at my feet, and then at Anna. “ Get them to the runway entrance!” | shouted.

Tartan nodded, apparently rational enough to understand what | was saying. As she sarted to bend
down toward Joan | turned, leapt back up the steps behind me, and ran into the planetarium.

Joe stood, balanced on hisright leg. Thetop of his head, along with hisface down to the bottom of his
nose, was covered in athick coating of gray, molten-looking material.

“Freonthemagan!” | screamed, not sureif he could hear me, not even sureif there was anything
remaining of Joeinddethat gray materid.

Ker-blam!
The floor shook.
Hewasin there somewhere, ill rationa, and sill ableto control Loki.

| grabbed him around the waist, holding him up verticdly, careful not to get closeto the gray materia



wrapped around his head, and carried him out of the planetarium.

| quickly rounded the corridor corner and saw that Joan, Anna, and Christ were al down at the shaft
entrance. Suddenly something exploded above my head, splintering marble.

“Into the shaft!” | screamed, as| tucked Joe under my arm and ran even faster.

| saw Tom pick up Vlad and then both of them jumped feet-first down the hole. Tartan then pushed
Chrig'slimp body into it and followed it with Joan's.

The marble flooring in front of me suddenly glowed amber and | jumped over the molten patch.
“Getinit!” | screamed.
Tartan, holding her ax high above her head, stepped forward and dropped.

| lugged Joe into the room, only barely noticing the pile of dead troopers stacked negtly in the far corner
of the room. With Joe held tight to my chet, | jJumped into the glowing green shaft and we dropped, my
butt diding aong the glassy surface.

“Fry the planetarium!” | screamed.

Searing white light stabbed at my back. | had only the briefest moment to try to steady myself in
anticipation of the shock wavethat | knew would hit.

| felt nothing—absolutely nothing.

CHAPTER 10
TheKing and Necro Ned

13 Up!ll
My eyes opened.

| was on my side, and my hands were still wrapped around Jo€'s rubbery raincoat. My buitt felt sore and
burnt.

1] Up!”

| sat up, till holding on to Joe. Joan stood in front of me, her cat-eyes narrowed to dits. | looked past
her.

Columns of crysta and stainless stedl shot up from an amogt infinite black stonefloor, rising high and
gracefully mdding into the digtant calling above.

“Tartan has got the train powered and everyone's aboard except for us.” She pointed off to my |eft.
The Palmdale Tube.

My brain seemed to dip back into gear. | hadn't even redlized that 1'd been looking at atrain until Joan
pointed at it. It was dmost totaly recessed into the far, doping wall, such that only asmall portion of its
red curved surface was exposed. Perhaps a dozen hundred-foot-long carswere visible, al with their
doors open. As| watched, the entire train floated up amost haf afoot, while beneath me | could fed the



floor gently vibrate.

| stood, picking up Joe as| did. The gray, molten-like materia that covered his head had become brittle
and hard, asif it had been transformed from something dive into adead and dried husk.

Joan ran for thetrain and | followed quickly behind her.

“Train boarding,” droned amechanically toned woman's voice. “ Express nonstop to the PAmdae
Federd Scramjet Facility. Travel timefifteen minutes.”

Joan jumped into the open train door.

Just as | jumped in behind her | felt Joe's body suddenly go stiff and rigid. | knew that hed stopped
bresthing.

The doors hissed closed behind me. The inside of the car was all chrome and plastic, plush seats, and
windowless. But something smelled rotten and somewhere, hidden yet nearby, | could hear the squeak of
what sounded like mice. | took a deep breath and grimaced.

“Down herel” shouted Tartan from the far end of the car, motioning to uswith her ax.

| ran past Vlad and Tom, who were both seated and both staring forward with glazed eyes. Vlad's
plastic fangs were gone. He sucked on histhumb. The boy wasin shock, whereas Tom was smply
hiding in some distant place, far behind his vacant eyes.

| stopped.
Christ was seated next to them.

In addition to being sest-belted, hiswristsweretied to thearms of hischair. Theleft half of hisface and
hisleft arm were burnt, red and blistered, and his shoulder was actually blackened. Blood seeped out
between |eathery-looking sirips of charcoaled flesh. Partialy conscious, his eydids fluttered, showing
only whites behind them, as he struggled against the strapsthat held hiswrists down.

Hislips twitched

“The old Fucker dies,” he said as blood bubbled up through hislips. “ The old Fucker took her from me,
and now Hell pay.” Hishead dumped forward. “God will pay,” he whispered.

“Moveit!” yelled Joan.

She had lifted up Joe's feet and now was tugging at him.

“Hedies” whispered Chrigt.

“Movel” shesaid again, dill pulling at Joe.

| moved, shuffling down thetrain aide and feding haunted by the Sght of Christ's Sghtlesswhite eyes.

Aswe reached the end of the car | noticed that it smelled less putrid. It might have been Chrigt's burnt
skinthat | had been smdlling, but | didn't think so. The odor was more reminiscent of aruptured sewer
line

“On here,” said Tartan. She was standing beside atable covered with acloth. “Get himoniit,” she said,
as she took Joe's legs from Joan.



| lowered him onto thetable. The gray covering on his head brokein two, half of it falling onto the floor
and crumbling to dust asit hit. His one visible eye was closed. His plagtic-covered ear fell fromits
stainless-stedl stud and dropped to the tabletop. Tartan quickly tightened two makeshift seet belts around
his chest—a chest that was no longer rising or faling.

“Hesnot breathing,” 1 said mechanically, feding entirely drained. Only minutes ago | had seen what
remained of Anna splattered againgt the bottom of the pendulum pit, and now Joe lay dying, maybe
already dead.

Because of me.

Tartan didn't look up. Like amagician performing some deight-of-hand trick, awhite, thin piece of
plastic appeared in her hand. It looked like a poker chip with two small metal studsimbedded in one side
of it. Ripping open the snaps of Joe'sraincoat and exposing his chest, she dapped down the poker chip,
the metal studs biting into Joe's pale skin. She quickly jerked back her hands.

Joe danced, as every musclein hisbody spasmed. The last haf of the gray material shook from his head,
shattering to dust before it could even hit the floor. His arching back suddenly dapped back down against
thetable.

His chest dowly rose, and then dowly fell. The movement repested itself. He was breathing.

“Get into your seat,” said Tartan, reaching forward and giving me a hard shove against the chest. | fell
back. Apparently Joan aready was seated next to me. | didn't see her, my eyes unable to ook away
from Joe's dowly moving chest. But | could fed her tug at the seat belt around my wais.

“Departure,” said adead voice.

| sank into my thickly padded seat as something invisible suddenly sat on my chest. It fdt like at leest a
full gee, possbly even more. It might have lasted for only aminute, but | redly wasn't thinking in terms of
minutes, more in terms of breaths. Joe had breathed five times since the train had accel erated.

The seat belt clicked open a my waist and theinvisible weight disappeared.
“Cruise speed 480 kilometers per hour. Arriva in fourteen minutes.”

Jumping up from my chair, | stood next to Joe. He was ghost-white pale, and hisleft sde was il
contorted and twisted.

“Joe,” | whispered, wanting to wake him but not wanting to startle him.
Hedidn't move. His breathing seemed to dow.

“Joe!” | said loudly.

Hisright eydid fluttered.

“Youregoingtobeal right now!” | yelled a him. Hisright eye opened.
| looked intoit.

It was vacant, empty and unfocused.

Hislips moved, forming slent words.



| lowered my heed, placing my ear directly above his mouth.
“Sorry,” hesaid in awhisper. “ Cuu—could naw aksess, Cuu naw bray—break—codes.”

But he had broken the codes. Hed saved our lives. | kept my head down for several more seconds but
he said nothing more. Straightening up, | looked down at him. His breathing had stopped and his eye was
closed. Something rattled and bubbled up from deep down in histhroat. His chest sagged like a deflated
balloon.

"Joe!"

| wanted to reach out for him, to shake the life back into him, but | couldn't—couldn't even touch him. |
knew if | did hed shatter and turn to dust.

A hand grabbed my shoulder. “He's gone,” whispered Tartan.

Helay dead, histrand ucent teeth gleaming and his eyes closed. Hed saved my life once, possibly even
twice, and in return I'd gotten him killed.

“Thank you, friend,” | said, the words fegling pathetically inadequate, but they were the only wordsthat |
had. They weren't much, but they were more than I'd been able to giveto Anna.

Animage of the pendulum pit flashed before me.

Annaand Sir Basi| dept peacefully.

They were beyond this place—beyond thisinsanity.

Tartan's hand was till on my shoulder, but her grip suddenly tightened and her fingers dug into me.
| spun around, ready to lash out and hit at something, hit at anything—but | didn't.

The stench of something long dead and rotting rolled over mein nausesting waves. Tartan till had her
fingers dug into my shoulder. Annastood to my left, color draining from her face, with her eyeswide and
unblinking.

He stood halfway down the car.

With one plump hand he held Christ'slimp body to his chest. He was worse than anightmare, he was
beyond anightmare. Never could | have imagined what | now found mysdlf looking at.

His mouth opened, and he spoke.

“Necro Ned says greetings and salutations. Necro Ned saysthat if you move, Christ getshis
holier-than-thou brain splattered.”

Necro Ned.

That was the nightmare's name—and it was a name that seemed to fit. He reached down with hisfree
hand, picked at the burnt skin on Christ's shoulder, and peeled off a blackened six-inch-long strip.

“Necro Ned says never pass up afree med.”

Lifting the piece of skin toward his mouth, he stuck histongue out. It was black and forked, incredibly
long, and swayed back and forth like amesmerized cobra. It then lashed out, the forks grabbing the skin,



and reded it back into hismouth. | could see him chew—literally. The skin on his head and face had
been replaced by some sort of clear plastic. Muscle and bone, teeth and tendons, and large globs of
ydlow fat were dl visble. He chewed.

“Necro Ned saysthat wastasty.”

Hethen shook al over, dmost asif hisbody had suddenly goneinto aseizure.
Tartan'sfingernals bit into my shoulder, ripping through my shirt and tearing skin.
Joan turned. Her face wastinted asick gray.

Necro Ned stood perhapsfive feet tal and weighed at least four hundred pounds. He wore no clothes,
but was not exactly naked. Stapled tail-first to his obese body were hundreds of mice and rats. He wore
them like a cape. Most appeared dead and rotten but some were still alive—they squealed and squeaked
as Necro Ned shook. Several of the more putrefied onesfdl off, their rotted tails snapping.

Hefinally stopped shaking.
“Necro Ned saysthat you should notice the device that is attached to Christ's forehead.”

| managed to look away from the grotesque body and to Christ. 1t looked like a squished cockroach had
been glued to hisforehead, but it wasn't any cockroach. | knew what it really was—C-22 blasting gel. It
had dmost ten times the chemica potentid of nitroglycerin. Until asecond ago | had never even heard of
it, but now | knew everything there was to know about it—far too much.

“Necro Ned saysthat the C-22 islinked to Necro Ned's nervous system. If Necro Ned gets ups<,
Chrigt, Vlad the Impaler, Junior, and Tom get their brains splattered. Necro Ned gets easily upset.” He
smiled, and stuck out his snaketongue. It licked at hisfat face.

| looked past him. Tom and Vlad both had C-22 attached to their heads.
He knew their names.
He'd been waiting for us. Hed been expecting us.

“What do youwant?’ | asked. | took adiding step forward. If he could be killed quickly enough, he
would not be able to give the mental command to fire the C-22.

He held up asinglefinger. “Necro Ned will give just one warning, John Smith.” He then pointed at my
feet. “Necro Ned saysthat if you move any closer, Chrigt dies. Even if your enhanced reflexes could
possibly kill Necro Ned, the C-22 is daved to adead man's switch.”

He knew me.
| stepped back.

“Asto what Necro Ned wants, he serves the Supreme. The Supreme commands that you be held until
hisloyal troops arrive to take you. It seemsthat you know the Quad Wall codes that he has been unable
to obtain from God. The Supreme wishes access to neighboring Quads. With the Quad Walls down, he
can spread his Gift.”

“Gift?" | asked.
Necro Ned shook his head, causing his body to shudder and quiver. Rodents squealed. “Necro Ned



saysthat for aman who holds so many keys, your knowledge of the world iswoefully lacking. The
Supreme offers Death.”

“Unscheduled stop,” said the train's mechanica femae voice. “ Please be seated.”

Necro Ned waved his hand toward us. “Necro Ned says please have a seat. Necro Ned would not
want his newfound friends to get their bones splintered and their flesh ripped if they wereto fly acrossthe
train and became plastered againgt the far wall.”

He turned and waddled back down the aide toward Tom and Vlad. Tartan picked up her ax and,
crouching down, started to stalk toward him.

“No!” | sad, reaching out, grabbing her by the shoulder, and pulling her back.
Sheturned, with her ax dightly raised. “We can kill him!” shesaidinahiss.,
“And get Chrigt, Vlad, and Tom killed in the process,” | said.

Her eyeswere hard, and her pupils reduced to small black beads. “ All that mattersisthat you survive
and that you kill the Supreme and restore God. Therest of us are expendable.”

Joan stood next to her, and had been nodding while Tartan spoke. “ Our lives here mean nothing. You
are the one that must be saved. Y ou are the one that God needs.”

| looked at both of them. They were so willing to diefor God, a God who, if heredly existed, was
probably just another brain-burnt psycho, aman who had at one time held the keysto Thor but had now
had them stolen by yet another psycho.

There'd be no more dying.
“Sit!” | sad. “Thisdl fitsinto my plan.”
Both of them jerked their heads back asif | had just dapped them. They dowly sat.

| buckled mysdlf into my set. It then swiveled around, facing the opposite direction. My plan was
smple—no one dies. That wasit. Implementing it, however, would not be quite so smple.

Theinvisble weight once again pressed againgt my chest.

Necro Ned dowly waddled in front of me. | started to ook toward the floor, wanting to make certain
that | didn't step on any of the putrefied rodent carcasses that were left in hiswake. But before my eyes
could angle down toward the floor, my attention was caught by the pancake-thin rats stapled to his
massive ass. They swayed back and forth. As| watched, large patches of fish belly-white, cottage
cheese-textured skin were reveal ed between the flattened rats. | quickly looked up, staring over his
head.

“Necro Ned saysto bow your heads. Y ou are about to meet the King.”

At that point nothing would have surprised me. In amoment | might be face-to-face with aloon
convinced hewas Louisthe X1V, or Henry the VIII. But | didn't bow my head—I wasn't willing to take
therisk of having to once again look at Necro Ned's backside—but continued to look past the crown of
dead mice that topped his head.

“Welcometo the Crystal Lake Casino,” boomed and echoed a southern-accented voice.



Necro Ned bowed his head and, moving onto the train platform, duck-walked off to hisleft. | moved
forward severa more feet and cameto a stop only after Tartan and Joan had flanked me.

The“King’ sat in ajewd-encrusted gold throne. Surrounding him were ten women, five on hisleft and
fiveon hisright. All were blank-faced Mushies, their hands dyed red. They wore ogtrich feather-plumed
headdresses, red velvet garter belts, fishnet stockings, stiletto-heeled ruby-red shoes, and absolutely
nothing €l se. The ten were more caricatures of women than actual women. Their waists wereimpossibly
narrow, their hips unnaturaly wide, and their legsincredibly long. Not one of them stood under six feet
tall. But it wastheir breasts that were so obvioudy unnatural. Between al of them, | was certain that
more than ten gallons of silicone had been used to create those gargantuan breasts.

“Disgudting,” whispered Joan.

The King stood. He was dressed in a sequined white-leather jumpsuit that was unzipped down to his
navel. Severd pounds of gold chains were draped around his neck, and each finger had at least asingle
ring, with most having severd. In hisleft hand he held amicrophone. Helifted it up to hismouth.

“The King welcomesyal” he sang with anasal twang.

Histeeth were perfect. His black, puffed-up hair was perfect. His lambchop sideburns were perfect. He
was without a doubt the best Elvis Predey impersonator 1'd ever seen. He wore rose-colored glasses.

“Ned,” he said, as helooked over at the rodent-covered man. “ Show our guests to their rooms, and
please take Chrit to theinfirmary.”

“Yes, Lord,” hesad, as he turned toward the women nearest him. His piglike eyes disappeared in the
plastic folds of hisface. “Necro Ned says, show them to their rooms!” he screamed, flicking hisforked
tongue out for emphasis.

All ten walked forward, moving in unison, strutting asif they were moving acrossa L asVegas stage.

“And Ned,” said Elvis. “I want you persondly to seeto Mr. Smith. After he cleans up, hasabite to est,
and restsjust a bit, bring him to the library.”

“Yes, Lord,” answered Necro Ned.
| could fed Tartan and Joan move closeto my sdes, getting ready to fight. Tartan twirled her battle-ax.
No one was going to die.

Reaching up, | grabbed the shaft of her battle-ax and pulled it toward myself. Reluctantly, shelet go of it.
| lifted it in front of myself, and for just amoment watched the rainbow light glint acrossits surface.

| then dropped it to the ground.

She didn't move toward it but continued to stand by my side. “Go with them,” | said. “Help Tom and
Vlad, make sure that Christ gets whatever medicd attention that he needs, and see that Joe's body is
taken care of.” Thetone of my voicetold them that thiswas much more than smply a request.

Necro Ned jogged toward me. It was an unbelievably disgusting sight. Sabs of fat bounced and
undulated, and at |east ahaf-dozen rats and mice went flying. “Necro Ned says, follow!” he said, huffing
and puffing, practically having to shout in order to be heard above the rodent squedl.

He turned.



| followed.

| stepped on something that squished and squealed, but | didn't look down.
| hoped that my room was not too far away.

“Pleaserdax.”

Wesat in Elvisslibrary. Stting in ared-leather chair and holding an overly large warmed brandy snifter,
he puffed on alarge, dark cigar. Three wallswere consumed by floor-to-ceiling oak bookcases, stuffed
with leather-bound volumes, while the fourth wasfilled with awindow. Something that sounded like
Mozart drifted in from hidden speskers.

“That'sjust abit difficult,” | said assarcastically as| could, “knowing that the Supremeis coming for me,
and that three of my friends have C-22 gel pressed against their heads.”

“Lifeisfull of little unpleasantries,” he said, sounding philosophical.

“Perhgps a solution to the Situation that | find myself in,” | said in suddenly reserved, soothing tones,
“would befor meto jump out of thischair, grab you by the head, and yank until your neck separates
from your shoulders.”

| smiled.

“That isindeed apossible solution,” said Elvis, who had pulled the cigar from his mouth and was now
carefully studying itslong gray ash, “but one that is not open to someone of your ethical sandards. One
of the few thingsthat | sharein common with my friend Ned isthat if | wereto lose consciousnessthe
C-22 attached to your friends would be fired.”

| had expected as much, but I'd had to know for sure.
Now | did.

Easing back in my soft leather chair, | looked through the bay window and out at Crystal Lake. Wewere
high in the San Gabrid Mountains. The sky was dark blue, the lake's water even darker, and the
shoreline choked with ponderosa pine. Shadows were long, as the sun sank toward the distant mountain
peaks. The Speed Limit glowed amber in the northern sky. 1t had dropped to twelve. A brisk run would
NOW Vaporize you.

Therewas no timefor this cigar-and-brandy fantasy.

“S0,” | said, “areyou redly just another one of the Supreme'slackeys, like that pile of rodent shit Necro
Ned, or do you plan to free-lance my carcass and see what little piece of the Los Angeles Quad pie you
can persondly dicefor yoursdf?’

Lowering his brandy snifter to ateakwood coaster and biting into his cigar, he intertwined hisjeweed
fingers, then dowly dropped his handsinto hislap.

“I have been following your exploits with great interest Snce you arrived at the Wood Labs three days
mO.”

Wood Labs.

Named after me, after the real me?



Aninvishleice pick was dowly being inserted into my |left eye.
It twisted.
| managed not to whimper—somehow.

“I truly enjoyed the little demongtration you gave thet cretin, Poncho, at the detention facility, and the
expression on your face when you first met Robin Hood was absolutely precious.”

How could he know?
How could he have seen?
And then | suddenly knew. There was only oneway, only one possibility. The Eyes of God.

Elvistook adeep drag on hiscigar and then blew tight, small smokerings. “I suggest that you do not take
up poker playing,” he said as he chuckled and looked a my face. “Did you think that only God was
peering down from the heavens? Accessing the Eyesisatrivid task, something that any number of

people in the Los Angeles Quad have mastered.”

Theice pick scraping at theingde of my skull vanished.

Pieces of the puzzle, piecesthat until thismoment | had not even redlized had existed, suddenly snapped
together. If Elvis could see through the Eyes, how could Napoleon or the Supreme not be able to see
through them.

Any number of people.

But if they had been able to see through them, then why hadn't | been captured days ago? Why hadn't |
been captured the moment | had stepped out of the Labs?

More puzzle pieces snapped together.
There could be only one reason.
Because they didn't want me captured or killed.

They wanted me to run, wanted me to reach Heaven. And if that were true, | had not escaped the
detention facility but had been let go. Everything on that hillside had been staged. They could have
stopped us. Animage suddenly filled my head, another piece of the puzzle dipping into place. | saw
Tartan and Joan, standing back-to-back, dicing and firing at Napoleon's troopers.

Why hadn't the troopers used the toasters to simply knock them unconscious?
And now | knew.
Because Napoleon had wanted us to escape.

Again my head pounded, as something with dulled stedl teeth ground againgt theinside of my skull. It ill
did not make sense. Why would herisk both hislife and those of histroopersjust to surround us at the
observatory but then let us escape? Why would he let us obliterate him and his troops when wed
accessed Loki?

My eydlidsfluttered.



Blood trickled down from my nose.
Muscles spasmed, and my heart lurched.

Wordsfilled my brain. No one can access the Thor system except for Loki. There are no secret code
words that will control Loki.

My eyes dowly regained focus. | wiped at the blood that ran down my face. Joe had not lied to me. He
had not been able to control Loki. Then how had Thor been forced into firing onto the observatory? |
didn't know.

“Mogt unpleasant,” said Elvis as he stared at my bloody face.

| sat therefeding numb. | suddenly felt like arat running amaze, convinced that | had been running free
whilein actuaity white-coated psychos had been staring down a me, putting barriers up in front of me,
and making me run thisway and that. | was starting to understand what was happening to me, but till not
why. What did Napoleon want? But there was an even more relevant question.

“What do youwant?’ | asked. But | found mysdlf certain of the answer the moment I'd asked the
guestion. If Napoleon had et us escape, had been herding us dong, that meant that he wanted usto
reach Heaven. But that wouldn't happen now, because Elvis had intercepted us. And | knew why.
“You'll hand medirectly over to the Supreme?’

“That'sright,” said Elvis. “Hell squeeze you, aong with your friends, until he gets the Quad Wall access
codes.”

| had no codes, but apparently this was one of the few things that Elvis did not appear to know. “And
what do you get out of dl this?’ | asked.

“The greatest gift of dl,” said Elvis. He waved hishand in the direction of thelake. “1 get |eft done. Once
the Supreme has access to neighboring Quads helll leave this one alone. After he's dropped the Speed
Limit to zero, and effectively fried dl the Mushies and anyone e se dim-witted enough to venture outside,
hell have to reestablish it. There's no way that he can move troops through this Quad in order to attack
another Quad if the Speed Limit isset to zero. Then I'll have my lake, the Speed Limit will be
reestablished, and with alittle luck that maniac will get himsdlf killed in aneighboring Quad.”

It was awonderful little fantasy, except for the one glaring error—I had no codes. After the Supreme had
beaten me to a pulp and flushed me somewhere, he would come back for Elvisin order to seeif he had
been ableto find anything out from me. Elviswould not beretiring to the quiet life of Crystal Lake.

“It al works out 0 sweetly,” said Elvis. “When the Supreme squeezes you, he will uncover the purpose
behind Napoleon'slittle antics and erase him dong with his demented followers. Y ou've done both me
and the Los Angeles Quad a great service.”

| dumped back in my chair.

“Careto see what progress your good friend Napoleon is making on hislong journey to the PAmdae
Tube termind, where he had been expecting to meet your train?’

| said nothing. | redlly couldn't care less what Napoleon was doing. Not now.

Elvisreached across his desk, grabbed the nearest computer terminal, and pulled it over to himself. He
then let hisfingerssink into the gray metdlic surface.



A miniatureflotillaof Napoleon's hexprop fleet materidized, hovering over thetable. A small series of
numbers flickered above them.

The cigar dropped from Elviss mouith.

“Napoleoniscoming here," he said in awhisper, “just ahead of the Supreme's hexprops.”

CHAPTER 11
God, the Supreme, and Loki Too

The casino floor was aslarge as severa footbal fields strung together. It was dl red-and-gold carpet,

purple velvet drapes, gaming tables, dot machines, flashing lasers, little four-armed constructsin butler
suits carrying trays of drinks, and of course hundreds of the mammary-enhanced Mushies, who stood
motionless asfurniture, poised at tables or hanging down on gossamer-thin wires suspended from the

mirrored cailing.

Vlad, Tom, and Christ were blindfolded and tied to chairs. Christ dso had on what looked like a
draitjacket. He must have regained consciousness while they were repairing him intheinfirmary. |
wondered for just amoment who he might have injured and just how much damage he inflicted on the
infirmary. | hoped he'd totaled it.

Tartan and Joan were again at my side.
Elvissat on histhrone.

Necro Ned stood outside, on the far side of a clear glasswall that covered the entire southern side of the
casno. Hewas waiting at the edge of an expansive concrete landing strip. Actudly, we dl werewaiting.

“Apparently,” said Elvis, “ Napoleon has access to more information than | had anticipated. His actions
seem to indicate that he may be receiving inside information.” He looked first at Joan and Tartan and
then at the threetied to chairs. Shrugging, he waved one of hisred-gloved hands, asif dismissing the
thought. “Thisreally changeslittle. I will smply be forced to hand you over to Napoleon instead of
willingly giving you to the Supreme. But with the Supreme's forces coming only moments later, Ngpoleon
will be forced to hand you over to him. The Supreme will know that | was of invauable servicein your
capture and that, further, | helped foil Napoleon's plot against him. Everything will turn out for the best.”

“I've got no codes,” | told him. “The Supreme will come looking for you when herealizesthat | cantt
removethe Quad Walls”

“A feeble attempt, Mr. Smith. | know you have the codes, because that is what both Napoleon and the
Supreme believe. They would not be mistaken.”

| was dead, but I'd not be done—Elvis and Necro Ned would bejoining me. Before | could say
anything else, to try again to convince him that what he was doing was nothing short of suicide, theair
began to vibrate. Looking away from Elvis and through the glasswall | could see hexprops landing—and
they landed dowly. The Speed Limit seemed to be dropping at an accelerated rate—it was now down to
ten kilometers per hour.

“Thereisactually an added bonusto this change in scenario,” said Elvis. “My odorous assstant, Ned, is
gtill under the impression that you are to be given directly over to the Supreme, and that | have devised
some devious and cunning plan to aso capture Napoleon. When it findly penetrates his plastic-coated
head that thisis not going to occur, hewill haveto be diminated.” He flared his nogtrils. “1 will not miss



his unique presence.”

Thundering hexprops landed. It looked asif there were eadlly fifty of them, each tightly packed.
Napoleon might have assembled nearly athousand troopers.

Familiar shapes descended from the nearest hexprop. A phalanx of white armor-plated troops marched
toward the casino, with Napoleon and Lizzie Borden close behind them. As| watched, alarge section of
the casino's front window shimmered and began to ped back on itsdlf. A handful of troops movedin,
waving laser rifles and taking positions against possible attack. | didn't think that Elvis had any redl
defensive capabiilities. The only risk Napoleon's troops probably ran wasthat if one of the Mushie
showgirls rushed them and managed to fal on them, they'd probably be suffocated.

Elvis stepped down from histhrone.

Thewall of white-armored troops broke. Ned waddled forward into the casino with Napoleon and
Lizzieintow.

“A pleasureto seeyou again!” shouted Elvis. He was dl sweetness and light, greeting Napoleon asif he
were along-lost brother.

Napoleon didn't even bother to look at the rest of us but marched directly across the casino'sthick plush
carpet and up to Elvis. His eyes were narrowed to dits, and from the headphones that dangled around his
neck | could hear the sounds of some sort of heavy-meta punk screech. His face was flushed red.
Stepping to within ahalf foot of Elvis and towering over him, he reached down, grabbed him by his
leather collar, and lifted him-up.

Elviss blue suede shoes dangled afoot above the floor.

“Y ou have meddied in my business,” he said. The words had been spoken dowly, and with what
sounded like agreat dedl of control.

“I thought | was helping!” squesked Elvis. “1 captured this man and his companions, knowing that you
wanted them!”

Napoleon hurled Elvis down, tossing him into histhrone. “I may be ableto salvagethisstuation,” hesaid.
“But of coursein order to convince the Supreme that John Smith"—he quickly glanced over a me, giving
me alook that would have been capable of melting granite—"has once again managed to e ude me, and
requires me to follow him to PAimdae with my forces, | will haveto destroy your little establishment
here”

Elvis squesked something totdly inarticulate.

“But if you cooperate, and don't attempt to unleash your wet-dream army,” said Napoleon, as he swept
out hisarm at the hundreds of showgirls, “I may not kill you."

Elvis squesked again, trying to pull his head into hislesther jumpsuit.

Napoleon turned and walked toward me. He ran agloved hand through his dark, greasy hair and tugged
at hisgreen velvet waistcoat, pulling it taut againgt his chest.

But he was not looking directly at me. He stared to my |eft.

At my sdel could fed Tartan stiffen. She pushed hersdf up againgt me, asif she weretrying to burrow
into me.



“It has been far too long, dear sster,” he said. Walking forward and bending down, he kissed Tartan. He
kissed her long and hard. Both his hands were cupped againgt Tartan's fur bikini top. Hisfingersflexed as
if he were kneading dough.

Thiswas no brotherly greeting.
But | didn't move,

The half-dozen troopersin the casino had their weaponstrained on us. If | asmuch asraised ahand al
I'd manage would be to get mysdlf killed.

Napoleon straightened up, letting one of his hands linger on her left breast. “1 certainly have missed you,”
he said in awhisper. Tartan had not moved, | don't think she'd even bresthed since her brother had
descended on her.

“And | you,” said Tartan, her voice sounding dead and mechanical. | looked at her face. It was pae and
drawn, but as | watched she smiled at him. It looked like the smile of acondemned man staring up at his
noose, eager, to drop through the trapdoor, eager to have the horrible nightmare of waiting for death to
be over.

Napoleon took a haf-step back, letting go of her breast. “ Unfortunately, there is not time for a proper re
-union at thismoment,” he said. “But after things have been taken care of in Heaven and | st on the
throne, we will haveto get reacquainted properly.”

Her knees buckled, and | had to reach over and grab her just to keep her standing.

Likeamoray ed flashing toward an unsuspecting fish, Napoleon reached out and grabbed me by the
throat. He lifted me up, just as he had doneto Elvis. “I'm tired of playing gameswith you,” hesaid. “You
and your degenerate little band are going to get back onto the PAmdale Tube, just as| and my dear
sster had originaly planned. Y ou are to complete that trip.”

Both had planned?
Napoleon and Tartan.

| looked down at Tartan. She was sprawled facedown on the carpet, shaking and crying. She'd been
working with her brother all this time?

It felt asif my brain were short-circuiting.

Nothing, absolutely nothing was asit seemed. Not only had Napoleon deliberately let me escape from
the Detention Fecility, he had even engineered my rescue with hissister's help. 1'd been a puppet al
aong, and he'd been the puppeteer tugging on my strings.

A hand grabbed my chin and turned me around.

Napoleon stared into my face. “We have an gppointment to keep with the Supreme,” he said. The hatein
his eyeswas pure, dmost blinding.

“Yes, God!” Joan suddenly screamed.

Napoleon let go of my face and we both turned toward Joan. She stared toward the Casino ceiling, her
face amogt glowing. She dowly lowered hersdlf to thefloor, knedling. “The Lord has spokento me,” she
sad in awhisper. “Hewill make His presence known.”



Of dl timesfor Joan to findly flip out, thiswastheworst possible.

“Where?" screamed Napoleon.

| turned back to face him, shocked by what | saw in hisface. He believed her.

“There,” | heard Joan say.

| turned back toward her. She was pointing toward the far end of the casino.

Again Napoleon reached for my throat, pulling me from the floor. “ Say nothing, or elsethey dl die”

| had absolutely no ideawhat | would say, or whom | could possibly be saying it to. Whatever psychosis
Joan was suffering from was gpparently contagious.

Ker-blam!

Both of us, with Napoleon's hand till clenched around my throat, flew through the air, a shock wave
knocking us back. Lights, debris, body parts, dust, and concrete shards swirled around me.

“I'mwaiting!” thundered avoice.

| didn't actudly stand, but | did come to my feet. Napoleon now clenched my face. Helifted me up. The
entirefar end of the casino was cloaked in risng dust. Sunlight poured in through agaping holein the

caling.
A figure moved within that dust—afigure that stood tall enough to touch the celling that wasfifty feet
above our heads.

“Do not fire!” yeled Napoleon to histroops, who had svung their laser riflestoward the swirling dust.
Still holding my face, he picked me up and shook mein the direction of the swirling dust. | reached
down, right for his crotch. | grabbed, and squeezed.

He stiffened.

“Lower medown,” | said.

Heraised me up, holding my face only inchesin front of his Coke-bottle thick lenses.
| squeezed.

Hesmiled.

“Y ou can do nothing to hurt me,” he said. “It'sall been agame, noneof it red.”

| squeezed tighter and something gave way in my hand, something that felt asif an egg had cracked,
pewing itsrunny insdes.

Napoleon threw me to the floor but my hand did not release. Fabric and flesh tore. | hit the casino floor,
looking up toward his crotch. | expected to see atorrent of blood spurting from what was | eft of hisballs.
But that's not what | saw. Pasty-colored flesh was quickly resealing, and the fabric of his satin pants was
ditching itself back together.

Nanomechanoids.

| looked down at my hand. What | held on to was turning to goo, dribbling between my fingers and



forming adark pool on the carpet.

Looking back up, | saw that Napoleon had an index finger against the sSide of hishead. “All that | amisin
here,” he said, “surrounded by an impenetrable grapho-titanate skull. Thisbody isjust aconstruct,
something to move around in.” Hisface, which gpparently was not hisface, suddenly jerked up, staring
toward the end of the casino.

Morelies.

The Synth had told me that he feared Nanomechanoids.

Napoleon's eyes grew wide.

Hetook a step back.

Turning over, and wiping what goo remained in my hand against the carpet, | stood.
The dust had settled.

Joan had not lied.

God stood in the far end of the casino. His head would have just touched the ceiling had the celling il
been there.

“Saveme, Lord!” screamed someone.

That someone was Elvis. Jumping from histhrone and losing one of his blue-suede shoes, with gold
chainswhipping behind him, heran.

Napoleon sngpped hisfingersand pointed to Lizzie.

“No!” | screamed, knowing what he intended, and knowing what would happen if Elviswaskilled. But
Lizzieignored me.

Thetwirling ax caught Elvis square in the back of the head, knocking him off hisfeet and sending him
flying forward. He crashed into aroulette table, did dong the green felt, and only came to ahalt when the
front of his head had cracked against the ornamented spindle of the whed!.

| looked over to where Vlad, Chrigt, and Tom had been before the far end of the casino ceiling had
exploded. Their chairs had been knocked over but their heads were till intact. | could clearly seethe
black stain of the C-22 till on Tom'sforehead. Either Elviss dead man's switch had not worked, or he
had lied to me about having one.

| found | could breathe again, not even redlizing | had been holding my bregth.
| looked back up at God.

He pointed afive-foot-long finger a Lizzie. “ Thou shat not kill!” he screamed, his voice echoing
throughout the casino.

Ker-blam!

A chunk of celling above Lizzie disntegrated. | doubt if she had timeto notice it though, Since she
disntegrated right dong with it. Gravel-sized chunks of what remained of her splattered againgt the floor
and stained the white body armor of the troopersthat had stood next to her.



No one moved.

God sat back, amarble bench suddenly having appeared behind Him. He was not quite solid. | could
seethe back wall of the casino through hisflowing white robe. He was a hologram, one that | was certain
was being projected down from orbit, using the same mirror assembliesthat the Thor system used to
bounceitslasers from PAmdale back down to Earth. A ten-foot-diameter halo hovered over his heed,
cocked to one side. His face was pale and creased, and he had along white beard that flowed down to
hiswaist. In one hand he held alive thunderbolt, blue-gold and shimmering, writhing like a snake.

| blinked, as | so often do when | encounter something that my brain just can't quite accept. Y et it wasn't
afifty-foot verson of God, seated in the far end of the Crystal Lake Casino, that had caused my brainto
hiccup. No. It waswhat He held in Hisleft hand.

| blinked again, and it felt asif my eyebalswere mdting.
Fudge Pop.

In God's left hand was the largest Fudge Pop that I'd ever seen. Helifted it up to his mouth, took alarge
bite, and chewed. Some of it stained his white beard a deep, dark chocolate.

| had easily recognized it, despite its gargantuan size. Fudge Pops were one of my few vices. Sweet
suddenly began dripping down my face and | Sarted to shiver. That invisibleice pick had once again
been reinserted into my left eye. | could fed adozen hidden doors lurking deep within my brain
threatening to open.

But I managed to hold them closed.
Because | knew that if they opened, I'd die.
| knew that beyond any doubt.

God took a second bite, then waved what remained of the Fudge Pop in our direction. “No cdories,” He
sad, whilesmiling. A flock of normal-sized doves materidized, flying around hishead and darting in and
out of hishdo.

Hetook two more quick bites and then tossed what remained of it in our direction. | flinched, certain that
| was about to be smashed to the floor by severd hundred galons of frozen, chocolate-flavored ice milk.

It hurtled down, but then vanished the second its trgjectory brought it beneeth what was | eft of the casino
roof. It was ahologram.

Theinvigbleice pick that had been chipping at the back of my right eyeball vanished. The doorsthat had
been bulging outward, with hinges screaming and wood splintering, vanished.

“Napoleon!” he shouted, his voice thundering. A wind we could not fedl tugged at his robe and whipped
his beard over his shoulder. He shook hislightning bolt.

It looked asif Napoleon was about to follow in the steps of Lizzie Borden and be reduced to a burnt
stain on the thick red-and-gold carpet.

| took severa steps away from Napoleon. God's aim might not be as accurate asit had been the first
time.

“I've been waiting!” yelled God.



Napoleon dropped to his knees and bowed his head.

“This should be discussed in private, Lord,” said Napoleon. Closing his eyes, he held his clasped hands
uptohislips.

| could hear the rattle of body armor. Looking away from Napoleon, | could seethat severa of his
troopers had turned their wegpons away from us and were now aiming them a him.

| took several more steps back.
“| can discusswhatever | wish, with any of my servants, whenever | wish.”

“Servant?’ | mouthed dmost silently. Napoleon was a servant for whoever was behind this
hologram—for God?

“I beg you, Lord, to please reconsider,” said Napoleon in awhisper.
A trooper raised hislaser rifle.
Fzzzz!

Both of Napoleon's hands exploded in flame and he was tossed backward, crashing into chairs. Poker
chipsflew intotheair.

Before the trooper could get another shot off a second trooper shot thefirst in the back. At such close
range his armor exploded at the seams, sending large chunks of meat and plagtic flying.

Then, before anyone dse could fire, | felt something tickle at the insde of my head.
Troopers hit the ground.

Tartan, who was till on the floor, stopped moving.

Joan keeled over from her prayer position, hitting the floor face-first.

Just as suddenly, the windowed casino wall turned opaque.

Through the opening in the casino roof explosons and shots could be heard sounding like nearby
thunder. The glasswall vibrated and shook from the impact of weaponsfire againgt it.

Butit held.

Napoleon propped himself up with his elbows, and then stood. His hands were gone, and smoke rose
from hiswrist sumps.

Necro Ned stepped forward, his chubby hands sunk knuckle-deep into agray toaster. He looked at
Napoleon. “Necro Ned saysto call your troops off. | now control John Smith. The outside speaker
gysemisactivated.”

“Cease Fire!” yelled Napoleon. “Thisis by order of Cardina Napoleon Bonaparte, Ruler of France!”
The outside thundering of weagpons quickly stopped.

God smoothed out his robe and smiled. “ Thank you, Ned,” he said. “1 can aways depend on your
levelheadednessin times of criss”



“Necro Ned saysit isaways apleasureto serveyou, Lord.” A siiff rat fell from his chest, bounced off a
velvet chair and then hit the floor.

| just stood there, feding asif my brain had been transformed into a pile of goo. Both Napoleon and
Necro Ned worked for God. Then what wasdl thisinsanity about? Everyone seemed to be working for
God.

| stood and waited. There was nothing else | could do.

Napoleon took severa steps forward and reached up with hiswrist sumps that were no longer just wrist
stumps. Ash-white bones now jutted through the seared skin, tendons weaving themselves between joints
as | watched.

“Y ou have not ddivered my Messiah,” said God. “Lucifer gets nearer and nearer, draining my power,
and you do not ddiver to memy Messah.”

Napoleon lowered his head. His muscle-covered fingers twitched.

“Lessthan aday remains before the Speed Limit dropsto zero,” said God. His eyes suddenly filled with
tears. “ Even aswe speak my most innocent children are dying by the thousands, unable to understand
what is happening. | cannot stop it. | cannot control Loki aslong as Lucifer battlesme.” He glared down
at Napoleon. “Y ou did not ddiver me from thisevil!”

“I've moved asrapidly as| dared,” said Napoleon. “I and my troops would have been to Heaven by
now, except that John Smith, your Messiah, was diverted to this location. That diversion was beyond my
control.”

God shook his head.

“Of courseit was beyond your control,” said God. "I caused John Smith to be brought here. My good
agent Necro Ned saw to dl the details.”

“But why?" asked Napoleon. “This has cost us valuable time.”

“Because,” said God, hisvoice again thundering, “Lucifer saw through your feeble plan. He knew that
you were moving troops up to Heaven in order to attack him, using the capture of John Smith asan
excuse for assembling more and more troops. | overheard him talking as he directed his troopsto lay an
ambush for you at the PAmdale Scramjet Facility. All of you, including my Messiah, would have been
killed or captured. He's known your plansfrom the very beginning.”

“But how?’ asked Napoleon. “How could he know?’

“Lucifer has hisown agents. Agentsthat are very closeto you—very closeindeed.” Helooked down
toward the stain in the carpet. “ She's paid for that sin. Hell should agree with her.”

“Pleaseforgive me, Lord,” said Ngpoleon. “1 underestimated L ucifer.”

God nodded. “A common mistake, even for the most righteous. But al isnot lost,” he said, sounding
suddenly cheerful. “Lucifer's own troops will soon be descending on you. When that conflict beginsyou
and John Smith will be ableto escapein the confusion, and you will bring the Messiah to me. Y ou will set
mefree.” He then peered over his shoulder, asif he thought someone was listening to him. “But you
cannot come to me by way of Heaven. Lucifer has not committed al his troops to the upcoming
battle—he's held back reservesto guard the entrance to Heaven.”



“Then how can we save you, Lord?’ asked Napoleon, tears running down hisface.

“Thereisonly oneway we can sdvage thissituation,” said God. “Y ou will have to sneak in through the
back entrance.”

A back entrance to Heaven?
“I don't understand, Lord,” said Napoleon, apparently as confused as | was.

God took adeep bresth and shrugged his shoulders. “ Through Hell,” he said. “ Come in through Hell.
Satan will never expect an attack from the rear.”

“Through Hell,” said Ngpoleon, obvioudy not liking what he was hearing.
“Certanly,” said God. “My fathful servant Ned knowstheway.” God smiled serendly.

| looked over at Ned. Hewas nibbling on adead rat. | was not all that surprised that Ned knew the way
through Hell.

“But you must act quickly,” said God. “Lucifer has spies everywhere.” He suddenly looked away from
Napoleon. “John Smith.”

“Yes” | sad, in avoice that sounded squeaky and strained:

“Everything depends on you. Loki hastold me that you hold the key to free me and to vanquish Lucifer.
Do you know what that key is?” He asked.

| couldn't speak, or for that matter even move. | kept thinking about that red stain where Lizzie had been.
| had absolutely no idea of what it was | was supposed to do, or how | could possibly destroy Lucifer.
But | was certainthat if | told Him that I'd be transformed into another smoking stain on the carpet.

“Don't worry,” said God, speaking in agentle voice. “Y ou will know when it'stime.”
| just nodded my head, having no ideawhat this key could possibly be.

Outside, distant thunder cracked.

God looked to hisleft, asif He saw something that we couldn't.

“How did you get here?’” he screamed. Raising His thunderbolt high above his head, he hurled it through
the opening in the casino celling. “ Back to Hell with you!”

“| think not!” boomed a voice from outside the casino.
The sounds of thunder increased. The casino floor shook.

God stood, raising the palm of his hand in front of Himself. “Down to Hell, Lucifer!” he shouted. Hisold
wrinkled face had flushed red.

“ToHell yoursdf,” said the other voice.
God exploded in flame.
“Lord!” screamed out Napoleon as hefell to hisknees.

Soot swirled where God had stood, and out of that soot a shape began to take form.



The floor suddenly legpt up, asif the entire casino had been knocked from its foundation. Ceiling mirrors
splintered, the shards vaporizing into silver snow that gently drifted down.

The soot coalesced.

Hewas astall as God had been. Goatlike from the waist down, he stood on hooves. His skin was deep
red, and small stub horns protruded through his forehead. Both his ears and his beard were pointed.

In his hand was clenched a three-pronged pitchfork.
It was the Supreme, in the guise of Satan.

“I've had enough of this charade,” he said. “It ends here and now.” He pointed the pitchfork toward me.
“You, | will betaking back with me. We have Quad Wallsto bring down.” He then waved the pitchfork
around, pointing toward everyone elsein theroom. “Therest | will send to Hell right now.” Hethen
looked first to Necro Ned and then to Napoleon. “1 have avery specid placein Hell for loyal servants
such asyoursaves.”

He waved his pitchfork and the opaque casino wall shimmered, again turning transparent. Napoleon's
troops were firing into asky that was thick with descending hexprops.

“But before | send you to burn, | will giveyou thislast gift, letting you see what little hope you might till
have been clutching to totally destroyed.”

Literaly hundreds of hexprops darkened the sky. Napoleon's troops were hopelesdy outnumbered.

We watched the destruction. The building shuddered, and the sounds of explosions and shearing metal
thundered through the hole in the casino roof. Lucifer stood above us, hisfists pushed againgt hiswai<.
Heglared down on us.

“Hey, fuckface!”
Lucifer turned.
Therest of uswho were still conscious turned. Rats squealed as Ned moved.

Vlad was sitting up straight in his chair. He flexed his shoulders, and the ropes holding his hands and feet
snapped asif made of string. He stood, smoothing out his cape.

“Hey, fuckface!” he said again.
“What did you cal me?’ roared Lucifer.
Dust rained down.

Vlad walked casudly forward, brushing debris from his cgpe. Reaching up, he snugged his sunglasses
againg hisface. “1 thought you'd never get here, fuckface,” he said.

Lucifer cocked along black eyebrow. “I'll send you to Hell,” he said, shaking his pitchfork.
Vlad looked outside, then, raising hisright hand, sngpped hisfingers. “Enough isenough,” he said.
The world outside exploded.

| couldnt tell if I hit thefloor or if thefloor jumped up and hit me. All I could see was acrimson ball of



time crash into the glasswall and then roll up over the casino. | dmost rose from the floor as hot wind
sucked at me, tugging me toward the open ceiling. Then, just asquickly, | fell back down.

| stood.

Outsde sat aburning, smoking mass of twisted sted debris, while molten debris rained from the sky.
Both Napoleon's and L ucifer's hexprop fleets had been destroyed.

Lucifer held his pitchfork in both hands, shaking, looking asif someinterna rage would force him to
explode.

“Who are you?’ screamed Lucifer, as spit dribbled down into his beard.

Vlad walked forward. He smiled. Apparently he had found his plastic fangs. His teeth seemed to gleam.
“You cancdl meLoki.”

Loki?

| couldn't believeit. I'd seen more insanity than | thought could exist in aword, but now | faced a
ten-year-old kid with a Dracula fixation who was claming to be the synthetic persondity that controlled
Thor. Then athought filled my head. If Vlad wasin fact Loki, that would explain how Thor had been
activated to fire onto the observatory.

| looked quickly outside.

Burning debris dill fdl from the sky.

It gppeared asif hewastelling the truth.

| looked first back at VVlad and then up to Lucifer.

He sucked down a breath and the handle of his pitchfork snapped in two. “Y ou can't slop me!” he
screamed.

Vlad waved ahand out toward the burning wreckage. “What do you cal that, fuckface?’ he said.

Lucifer shook, and tossed the two haves of his pitchfork to somewhere that we couldn't see. “1've held
troopsin reserve,” he screamed. “ Y ou'll never get into Heaven. Y ou'll never touch me. | will bethe one
to command you!” He then vanished in aswirl of smoke and fire.

Vlad waked over to where Napoleon and myself stood. | could smell Ned as he moved nearer to us,
and could hear the squedl of rats. Bending down, Vlad picked up a chair and dusted off the seat, then sat
down.

Thethree of us remained standing, saying nothing.

“We haveto tak, gentlemen,” said Vlad. “Thefirgt part of my plan has been implemented exactly as|
had hoped. | want to thank you for your cooperation.”

“Plan?’ Napoleon managed to mumble.

“Certainly,” said Vlad. “Before | could make the necessary changesin the politica power structures that
were currently strangling the Los Angeles Quad, it was necessary to remove dl military forcesthat
currently existed. It took abit of maneuvering to get those two forcesto clash in such an isolated region,



where| could direct Thor to fire on them without any chance of harming civilian populations, but if | do
say so mysdlf it worked out rather nicdly.” He smiled, with a salf-satisfied-looking grin.

| glanced outside. Debriswas till burning. | imagined that it would continue to burn for hours.

Vlad looked a Napoleon. “The Church of Limbo essentidly no longer exigts. All of its‘Brothers have
been sent to far better places.” He pointed outside. “In alike manner, that e ement of the Church that the
Supreme had subverted no longer exigts.” Again he smiled. “ The beast's body has been killed, gentlemen,
but the head continuesto live. It istime for anew Church, achurch headed only by God, a church where
He directly touches the people and they touch Him. All that remains between us and that god is Lucifer.
What do you say, gentlemen, can | depend on your support to finish the job that you al started?’

“Necro Ned saysyes.”
“Yes,” said Napoleon. “1t will bethe Lord'swill.” | said nothing.
“Wdll, John Smith?’ said Vlad.

| wasn't about to agree to anything, with anyone. A second ago this had supposedly been afrightened kid
with a Dracula complex, and now he had revealed that he had the power to vaporize armies. Y et he
clamed that he till needed my help.

No.
It made no sense.

“I want to talk to you privately,” | said. The questions | had to ask | didn't want Ned or Napoleon to
hear.

“Gentlemen,” said Vlad, nodding to Ned and Napoleon. “If you don't mind, may | please have afew
words donewith Mr. Smith?’

They walked away in the direction of the far end of the casino. | waited dmost afull minute, until they
stood benesth the opening in the calling.

“Did you bring me here?’ | asked.

He appeared to be the most powerful one here, the one who was redlly doing the controlling, the
manipulaing.

“Of course” said Vlad.

The casno momentarily seemed to turn gray as my vison tunneled. | forced alungful of air down my
tightening throat.

“Whoam 17" | asked.

Vlad grinned. “1'd think you'd be getting tired of asking that question by now. My response will haveto
be the same as everyone e sg's. | cannot tell you. What | can guarantee, however, isthat if you come with
me everything that you are will be reveded. Y ou will know your true self.”

My body relaxed, somehow knowing that it wasn't about to hear something that it was not yet ready to
hear.

“Then can you tell me why | have been brought here?’



“That'ssmple,” said Vlad, leaning back in his chair and propping it up on two legs. “1 need an assassin.”

“So your gory isjust the same asthe others,” | said. “1've been brought hereto kill Lucifer?’ | asked. It
made absolutely no sense. I'd just seen him kill thousands of troopers, both Napoleon'sand Lucifer's. If
he had that kind of power, why couldn't hejust kill one more psycho who believed himsdif to be
Lucifer?

“I'm afraid you till don't fully understand what's expected of you,” said Vlad. “ Y ou are here to ensure
three desths.”

“Three?’ | asked.
Vlad nodded. “1 brought you here to kill me.”
| blinked.

“But | am not permitted to die unless | have the express permission of both Lucifer and God. They both
hold the keysto my existence. Aslong asthey think they can use me, they will not let medie.”

| blinked again.

“Therefore, you must dispose of both God and Lucifer and take their place. Only when you possesstheir
power will you be ableto kill me.” He smiled.

| blinked for athird time.

CHAPTER 12
On the Threshold of Hdll

| was no assassin.

| had come with them anyway—abut not to kill Lucifer or God, or even Loki. I'd come to save my own
life, knowing that until | found out how I'd cometo be here and who | redlly was, | had nothing. Without
knowing thet, | was dead.

They had come here to save God.
| had come here to save myself.
Thunder rumbled across the desert.

The Speed Limit was down to seven kilometers per hour. A dow jog would get you vaporized, with the
carbonized remnants being propelled in al directions. The thunder-cracks of Thor sounded like sporadic
heavenly gunfire. Sometimes several minutes would passin silence, but then suddenly ahaf adozen
rapid-fire shots would echo from over the horizon.

And that was the other reason | was here.

My presence had somehow started thisinsanity, an insanity that waskilling thousands, and | knew
somehow that | was the only one who could stop it. | couldn't turn my back to that.

From our vantage point aong the back of some namelessrocky crag, the Free Electron Laser Facility
filled the desert floor beneath us. Out in the desert, where distances can be deceptive and where a



mountain range that appearsto be only afew hours walk awvay may actudly befifty milesdistant, things
generaly agppear much closer and smaller than they redly are. | took absolutely no comfort from my
awareness of this. The Free Electron Laser Facility not only covered the desert floor beneath us but ran
right to the distant hazy horizon. It was athousand shades of dirty white, al risng up into the blue sky and
shimmering like soot-stained ice.

“Cracker.”
Tom nudged my shoulder.

We sat together, apart from the others, eating what would be our last med before reaching the gateway
to Hell. Tom held ahandful of crackers out toward me. They were aready coated with cheese.

| took them from his red-stained hand without actually looking at them. | was staring into hiseyes. Since
leaving Crysta Lake, taking the PAlmdale Tube out to PAimdale, and then spending the entire night
trudging across the Mojave, Tom had been talking more and more. It seemed he was dowly pulling
himself up from whatever dark hole he had been trapped in.

| wondered just who | wasredlly looking at.

He certainly wasn't aMushie. | had redlly known that from the beginning, but had never wondered just
what hemight really be. But al that had changed after Crystal Lake. Since then I'd been wondering
damn hard about who he might be. Of al of us, Tom was the one who most obvioudy was not who he
appeared to be.

“Who areyou?’ | asked.

He mechanicaly shoved cheesed crackersinto his mouth, chewing rapidly and sending amoist torrent of
crumbs down his chin, where they clung to hiswispy beard.

“Crackers?’ he asked again, holding out another handful.

| just shook my head and, turning, looked up the mountain toward the others. Napoleon sat there with six
of histroopers. They werethe only survivors of hisarmy, the oneswho had been fortunate enough to
have been insde the casino when Loki had destroyed everything outside. Ngpoleon swore that they were
loyd to him and to him alone. That guarantee did absolutely nothing to put me at esse. | certainly didn't
trust him, so | was hardly about to trust histroopers. But we had no choice. The six werethe only ones
with rea wegpons, and we had no ideawhat Lucifer might throw against us. Ngpoleon sat on a
gplintered chunk of granite, chewing on achicken leg and leering in Tartan's direction. That, above dl

else, waswhy | would never trust the man.

He was bent, severely bent.
The rest were strewn further up the mountainsde.

Chrigt, hobbled and gagged, stared outward with crazy eyes, wanting to kill any and everything,
desperately believing that only desth could bring Anna back.

Joan had an arm wrapped around Tartan as she tried without successto get her to eat something. Tartan
hadn't been able to eat or speak since Napoleon had joined us.

Far above us and—thankfully—downwind, sat Necro Ned. Who could this* God” be, that he would
consider Necro Ned agood and loya servant? It seemed just one moreindication of how truly insane
thisworld was. As| watched him, he plucked amouse from his thigh and popped it into his mouth.



| looked back at Tom. “I'm beginning to think that theres no redl difference between God and Lucifer.”

Tom turned his head. Half acracker hung from his mouth. “God and L ucifer are but two faces of the
same being,” he said, then turned his head back and stuffed another cracker into his mouth.

| didn't move, but stared at the side of Tom's head. | had absolutely no ideawhere or how he had
dreamed up that little philosophical gem. | didn't understand what he meant by it, and wondered if even
he knew.

“Time grows short!” shouted Vlad, caling down to us from high atop the mountain, asif he were making
aproclamation.

| looked up toward him. He was standing, unwrapping his cape and letting it flutter in the breeze. “Hell
awaitsl” he screamed.

That was, without adoubt, thefirst thing I'd heard since arriving in thisasylum that | had absolutely no
difficulty in believing.

Standing, | started the downward descent.
“The entrance to Hdll,” announced Vlad.

Now everything that Vlad said came out sounding like an officia decree, read by some ancient priest
from some age-yedlowed scroll.

“Isit safe?’ called out Napoleon.

| turned around and looked toward him. Hewas & least fifty yards behind us, still walking down the
sandy hillsde. His six troopers surrounded him in atight knot, each with their laser rifles readied, pressed
up againg their hips.

Napoleon was scared, right down to his Nanomechanoid slk shorts.

Sowasl, of course, but in the last few days I'd seen thousands killed, most of them armed aswell asthe
troopersthat guarded Napoleon. The only red way to survive around here was by your wits, and with
generous quantities of dumb luck. | was under no illusions, knowing that in my case it had mostly been
dumb luck that had done the trick.

“Itisnot safe,” said Vlad.
Napoleon stopped, but said nothing. What could he say?
| turned back around.

Vlad stood before us, leaning against a sand-blasted, off-white, ten-foot-tall door that was sunk into the
sde of amountain of Stonehenge-like gray dabs.

For the entrance to Hell, it was decidedly unimpressive. | had been expecting some three-headed,
snarling, Nanomechanoid version of Cerberus, theriver Styx, and perhaps an Egyptian death barge to
carry usover the boiling water. But there was none of that, just alarge steel door covered with heavy,
haf-dollar-sized bolt heads.

“Why aren't Lucifer'stroops guarding this entrance?’ asked Joan, stepping forward and moving past me.
She neared the door and | could see her body tense.



“Theresno need for Lucifer'stroops here. What few forces he has | eft he has positioned at the entrance
to Heaven on the other side of the Laser Facility, just in case wetried to gain access through there. He
knowsthat if we're foolish enough to try and get to God through this entrance, he has sufficient
safeguardsto stop us.”

“What?’ | said, not wanting to believe what I'd just heard, but somehow not being dl that surprised. It
was just the twisted sort of nonsense that | should have expected.

Joan stepped back.

“I've had enough of this!” screamed Napoleon. “I will not be led by this thing anymore. I'm—"
Twin bolts of orange lightning legpt through Vlad's wraparound sunglasses.

Bang!

| turned.

The six troopers had crumpled to the ground. There was not amark on them, the only indication that
anything had even happened to them being the smell of burnt mest that hung inthe air. | think they'd just
been microwaved to desth.

Napoleon stood till, with hisjaw hanging dack and his normaly squinting eyeslooking impossibly large
behind his Coke-bottle thick lenses. He snapped his mouth shut. Hislips twitched afew times, but he
sad nothing.

“Do | have your attention once again?’ asked Vlad.

| turned back around.

Vlad il casudly leaned againgt the door, asif nothing had happened. Reaching up with one hand, he
adjusted his sunglasses. | now understood where that mysterious pile of troopers had come from that had
been stacked around our escape hatch back at the Griffith Observatory.

“Good,” said Vlad. “ As| was about to say before being interrupted, Lucifer believesthis entrance fully
protected, but thereisacritical point that he has refused to acknowledge.”

He paused, dmost asif he expected one of usto supply the answer. None of us was about to say
anything, not with the overripe smell of six dead troopers ill hanging heavy intheair.

“There is someone amongst uswho knows exactly what Hell 1ooks like, and will know what thrests we
aregoing to face”

Weadl turned toward Ned. He was sitting on the ground. More than half of his rodent cape was gone,
either through disintegration or consumption. His once cottage cheese-white skin was now bright red and
blistering, totaly unaccustomed asit was to being exposed to the desert sun.

“Not him,” said Vlad.
Weturned back. | was beginning to fedl like amarionette being jerked back and forth by Vlad'swords.

“The Hdll that he once visited no longer exists. Hell isadynamic, changing place. You'll know the way,
however.”

He pointed afinger.



It was pointed straight at me.

| quickly looked behind me, certain that he didn't mean me.
There was no one standing behind me.

| looked back at Vlad.

“I've never been here before,” | said, redlizing even as| said it that it might not be true. | did not know
who or what | really was, so there was absolutely no way that | could say with certainty that 1'd never
been here before.

“That'strue,” said Vlad. “Y ou never have been here, and have never stepped foot inside of Hell. But that
doesn't matter. When you seeit, you will know it.”

A smdll door, an amost nonexistent door, buried far degper than any door that had yet opened in my
head, swung open. It was dmost empty, and contained just afew words.

Hell will know you.

That wasdl, but it was enough. Vlad was tdling the truth.

He turned toward the door and placed both of hishandson it. “Lucifer, | summon you!”
The ground shook.

Smoke materiaized between Vlad and therest of us. It wastinted sick-green, and spun like aminiature
tornado. | knew what shape was about to codesce fromiit.

“It'sonly adim-witted smulation!” yelled Vlad. “ It will have no rea knowledge of us, or what weredly
intend on doing.”

“Who calsme?’

The familiar shape kicked at the sand with its hoofs, but the sand did not move. It was ahologram. Now
only astal asaman, Lucifer appeared to Sare a us. In one hand he held a pitchfork, just as he had
when we had last seen him.

Fudge Pop
Heheld it in hisother hand. It was mdting, the chocolatey stream running across hisred hand.
"Who calls me?" he asked with aroar.

My eyes had focused onto the Fudge Pop. | watched it as Lucifer lifted it up and its sagging tip
disappeared into his mouth. He bit into it with rotted teeth.

“Desth callson you,” said Loki, again sounding asif he were reading from some ancient scripture.

Lucifer dropped the haf-eaten Fudge Pop into the sand and my eyeballs, seeming to be under someone
else's contral, jerked down, continuing to Sare &t it.

“I must dwayswelcome death,” said Lucifer.

The Fudge Pop quickly melted, and alarge brown pool appeared to spread across the sand.



“And what isyour number?” asked Lucifer.

“Weareeight,” said Vlad.

“Eight is not the number for death!” screamed Lucifer.

| looked up. Lucifer's eyes had narrowed to burning dits, and a Fudge Pop-stained smilefilled hisface.

“I must grant entrance to those who bring death, that ismy law.” He turned his head, seeming to sare at
each and every one of us. “But only to those who fall within the range of lucky number seven may enter!
Thisismy game, and my ruleswill be observed.” He paused, and licked chocolate from hisbeard. “ Do

you accept my rules?’
“Yes” sad Viad.

“Not you,” said Lucifer. *Y ou cannot speak for the eight. It must be the one who knows me best, the
onewho brings death.”

| felt eight sets of eyes staring at me, seven of them from those around me and one pair from the
holographic projection of Lucifer.

Vlad had said that thisimage wouldn't recognize us. He had lied, and of course | wasn't the least bit
surprised.

“Do you accept my rules?’ he asked, as he stared directly at me.

“That only seven of us may enter, and that one remains here?’ | asked, wanting to make certain that |
knew exactly what it was that 1'd be agreeing to.

“yes”
He smiled.

“Who will choose the one that remains behind?’ | asked.
Lucifer grinned even wider. “Who do you think?’ he asked.
“You,” | said.

He nodded.

Somehow that hadn't come as much of asurprise. With alittle luck, he would pick Napoleon or Necro
Ned. But of course | redlized he could just aslikely pick Tartan or Joan.

Asif she had been reading my mind, Joan poked mein the ribs with her elbow. “Y ou have no choice. It's
Lucifer'sgame, and we must play it if we areto stand any chance at dl of rescuing God. To not play
meanswe automaticaly lose.”

| was hot so sure. To even enter into his game might mean that we would all lose.

Suddenly, nearby, | heard the crack of thunder. Thor had just found another victim. | wondered briefly if
that had been red or if Vlad wasjust trying to force my hand, reminding me of the thousands, or possibly
millions, that would dieif we did not get insde and reinstate the Speed Limit.

“| agree,” | said.



Lucifer'ssmile grew even wider.

“Excdlent,” hereplied.

Hisimage wavered and he vanished. Even the melted Fudge Pop was gone.

“| decreethat Joan of Arc shdl stay behind,” said an echoing voice that rolled out across the desert.

| garted to turn toward Joan, not knowing what | would say to her. To have come so far in her quest to
rescue God, and to be denied entrance was smply too crud. Of al of us, shewasthe only onewhom |
thought of as saintly, as someone who might actualy stand a chance of rescuing God.

| never had the chance to say anything.

Again thunder cracked, but thistime it was near, far too near. Flame exploded next to me, knocking me
off my feet and throwing meto the ground.

“Joan!”

| had screamed her name, knowing that she couldn't possibly hear me. | knew that it was aready too
late. | stood quickly, my senses sharp, but | knew that there was nothing | could do.

Ashes drifted down. The sand where Joan had stood was molten and bubbling, glowing cherry-red.
| held out my hands, palms up. Ashesfell into them—Joan's ashes.

| walked forward, dowly, looking down and watching my feet carry me. A thick layer of green glassnow
marked the last spot that Joan had stood upon.

One ingtant she had been standing by my side, and the next she was gone. And she was gone for no
reason at al. She was gone because Lucifer thought that the number seven was lucky while the number
eight was unlucky. A psycho's belief in lucky numbers had killed Joan.

“Sensdless,” | whispered.

Tearsran down my cheeks, but | was not crying.
| was beyond crying.

It was too senseless even to cry over.

And that was what hurt the most. When Annahad died, and when Joe had died, they'd given their lives
trying to save others. It wastragic, but at least there had been some balance, some meaning toit. They'd
died so others might live. But Joan's death had no meaning, no meaning at dl. Sheld died only because
she wanted to help others, and make something out of alife that was haunted by the ghosts of Tiffany
12'sworld. She'd smply wanted to do God's work.

“I'mnot going in,” said a cracking, frightened-sounding voice.

| looked up.

Napoleon was back-stepping.

“I'mnot going in,” he said again, thistime jerking his head up and staring toward the still-closed door.
| dipped into my Enhanced mode, deeper than | had ever dipped before. | felt him. Fear was pouring



through his Nanomechanoid skin in thick, nausesting waves. Oxygen passing through semipermegble
membranes, and micro-pumps deep within his neck carrying it up into hisbrain. | could fed the nerve
trunk that jutted through asmal holein the base of his grapho-titanate skull pulsing with screaming panic
sgnds.

Hewould be coming insde.
I'd make him comeinsde.
| stepped forward.

“You can't stcop me!” he screamed, and began to move faster, his head twitching up and down, first
garing at me and then up into the sky, knowing that if he moved too fast Thor would vaporize him.

| ran, knowing that | was moving much faster than the Speed Limit and aso knowing that | would not get
blasted. Back at the Detention Facility, when | had been hurled through the air, Thor had not fired on me.
For some unknown reason | wasimmuneto Thor'slaser system.

| hoped.

Napoleon's eyes got impossibly large and, tripping over his boots, hefdll to the sand.
“I'mnot going in!” he screamed.

| covered that fifty yardsin what seemed like the blink of an eye.

Thor did not fire.

Reaching down, | grabbed Napoleon, who was now trying to burrow into the sand and rock.
“No!” he screamed.

| grabbed him by the throat and lifted him up till he stood, then | pushed him back down until he knedled
in front of me.

“Y ou can't hurt me!” he screamed. “Y ou can't make me go inside!” He suddenly stopped struggling, but |
continued to hold his neck tightly. “ There's nothing you can do to make me go inside!”

“You,” | said, my voice quavering, barely under my control, “are going ingde. If it wasn't for you and the
rest of these psychos, “I screamed as| waved my free hand behind mysdlf, “ Joan would still be aive!”

He started to struggle and lifted up aballed fist, getting ready to try to smash mein the face. But before
he could move | reached down with my free hand, grabbed hisarm, and pulled.

| pulled with everything I had—which was more than | could ever have imagined.
Hisarm separated at the shoulder.

| threw it into the sky.

With acrack of thunder and aflash of flame, it vanished.

He stopped struggling.

“I can regrow another arm,” he said, but the tone of his voice was not quite so arrogant, not quite so
commanding. We both knew that he could regrow hisarm, but we aso both knew that | would not give



him the time he needed to doit.

| squeezed againgt his neck.

“You can't kill me!” he screamed.

“I have no intention of doing that,” | said.

| squeezed tighter.

Thingsinsde my hand crackled. Goo ran between my fingers.

“No!” he screamed, trying to stand as his remaining arm started to flail about.

The hand that | had wrapped around histhroat suddenly formed afist, aswhat wasleft of his neck
squished between my fingers. His body stood, took severa steps forward, then collapsed. | held his
severed head by the stump of its neck.

“Youaregoinginsde” | said calmly. Lifting hishead up closeto my face, | stared into hiseyes. “I'm
certain that Lucifer would like to meet you. I'm certain that he wantsto repay you for your loyalty.”

“No!” Napoleon squeaked, most of hisvoca apparatus lying on the ground with his still-gpasming body.

“Andif,” | said, “1 seeyou trying to regrow any part of your body, I'll peel your head like an orange,
gripping everything outside of that grapho-titanate skull of yours. Blind and deaf, you'll suffocate without
anything to feed you oxygen.”

| walked back toward the others, passing them by, not even pausing as| pushed Napoleon's head into
Tom's hands. | walked up to the door and to Vlad.

| now knew what | had to do.

“You,” | said, looking down a him, “I'll deal with after I'm donewith God and Lucifer. Y ou're going to
get your wish!”

Theingtant that Joan had been transformed into floating ash | knew that there was only one possible
outcometo thisnightmare. If any of uswasto survive, Lucifer, God, and Loki would haveto die. Not
one of those maniacs could be lft dive.

| looked back up at the door, staring into it, trying to stare through it. “I've agreed to your rules, now
open thedoor!” | shouted.

| could hear gears grind somewhere far away.
Thedoor slently swvung inward.
| haf turned.

“Everyoneinsde,” | said, motioning first to Tartan, who tugged azombie-like Christ behind her. Tears
ran down her face. Just before she entered, she stopped. “I didn't want any of thisto happen,” she said.
"He forced me.” Shelooked over her shoulder toward Tom, staring at Napoleon's head. “ He forced
me,” shesaid in awhisper.

“It will be stopped,” | told her, then motioned her forward with anod of my head.



Necro Ned came up next. He was smiling, and there was abounce in his step. Histongue flicked in and
out uncontrollably. “Necro Ned saysthat wereall going to die,” he said cheerfully. He waddled past
me.

Necro Ned was probably right.

Reaching out, | grabbed Vlad by histattered black cape and pushed him toward the doorway. He
reached out and grabbed the door's metal jamb, holding himsalf back. His strength wasincredible, amost
equd to mine.

“That was the second time that you violated the Speed Limit,” he said. His eyes narrowed to dits, and he
sucked on his plastic fangs. “ Thor should have had no choice, it should have been incapable of not firing
onyou.”

| smiled.

“I checked dl systems, and it claimsthat it did fire”
| smiled even wider.

“How?" he asked.

“Weadl haveour little secrets” | said, then shoved him square in the back, pushing him forward. His
fingers dug narrow trenchesin the stedl door frame, as he was unable to quite hold on. Once he lost his
grip hewas propelled through the doorway like something shot from a cannon.

And of course, | had absolutely no ideawhy | hadn't been flashed to ashes. It wasjust one more
mystery, one morething that | felt certain | would understand once | reached God and L ucifer.

Tomwaslast.

Hewalked dowly up to the door, his hands wrapped tight around Napoleon's mouth, then stopped. Half
turning, he looked out toward the desert and then back at me. “ Are you prepared to meet yoursef?” he
asked.

Hiseyeswere dive and focused, radiating intelligence.
“Who are you?’ | asked.

He cocked his head, asif he had just heard some distant, whispering voice. “Isn't it obvious?” he said.
“I'm the unknown, the thing with no name, the thing with no apparent part to play. I'm the wild card,
waiting to be thrown down when you need me most.”

His eyes glazed over, and he stepped inside.
| followed him in, and the door closed behind me.

| wasin Hdll.

CHAPTER 13
Memories of Hedll

| fdt like Alicein Wonderland.



Only afew feet past the door 1'd dropped down, falling into some dark, rabhbitlike hole. But light had
quickly returned and the floor that 1'd landed on, which had at firgt felt like awarm sponge, had hardened
and cooled.

“Y ou should know thisplace,” said Viad.
| looked away, up above me.
A ceiling.

It was covered in cheap-looking acoudtic tile, water-stained and peeling. A flickering bank of fluorescent
lights hung down, suspended from rusted struts.

| sat on aconcrete floor with everyone else standing, surrounding me. | looked between Ned's cottage
cheese-textured legs. We werein ahallway with no end, a halway that seemed to run forever,
disappearing only when it gppeared to curve below the distant horizon.

| recognized this hallway.

Lockers, graffiti-covered, rusted, and dented, lined the infinite walls, the expanse only broken by an
occasiond pink meta door. The hallway's concrete floor was strewn with trash: lunch bags, flyers,
broken-backed textbooks, Day Glo-painted butcher paper, afew scattered skateboards with cheap
sted whedls, pencil stubs, cigarette butts.

Thiswas aHigh School.
Circa1970.

My old high school—Claremont High. | shook my head—thiswas not my high schooal. It wasthe high
school from the memories that now filled my head, the memories that had been generated by the Bug. |
pushed my hands against the concrete floor and could fed it pulse. It was Nanomechanoid-dive. | could
fed thingswithin it rattle and move, dmost touch them, talk to them.

The doorswithin my head didn't open but things leaked past them, oozing under door jambs and
spurting through keyholes. They were bits and pieces, dl telling me about Nanomechanoids, telling me
how to link with them.

| looked up at Vlad.
“ThisisHdIl?

He grinned so widethat his plastic fangsdmost fell out of his mouth. * Of course, but you must remember
that thisisavery cusomized Hell, aHdll inspired by you.”

| took aquick glance back down the infinite hallway, and then back at Vlad.
“Why from my memories?’

“Not now, not yet,” he said. “ Knowledge discovered too soon can be a dangerous thing—akilling
thing.”

| understood that only too well, and asif to remind me what felt like asmoldering soldering iron was
inserted into my |eft ear and began to be hammered into my brain.

“Y ou don't want to be late for class.”



The soldering iron vanished.

“Y ou don't want to be late for class”

It was adtatic-filled voice that had come from some distant, unseen speakers.

“Those found tardy will be sent to the principd's office.”

“Lucifer,” said Tartan in awhisper.

It was hisvoice. But it figured—who better to be the principa in ahigh school located in Hell?
Ting! Ting! Ting!

Meta doors dammed open and the halway filled with the sounds of screaming kids.

| stood.

Students poured out into the hallway.

Wearing jeans and miniskirts, hightop sneakers and |etter-man swesters, they almost ooked like the high
school kidsthat filled my memories.

But there was adifference.
A very important difference.

They were al dead—ong dead. They shuffled and lurched forward, with joints frozen and dime and
ooze dripping from their eyes and mouths. Plastic-laminated student 1D cards had been pressed into their
foreheads. A jock in afootball uniform shuffled near me. Hisright arm was no longer attached to his
shoulder but was jutting out from the top of the book bag that hung around his neck. He stared at me
with blank eyesthat were even more vacant than those of aMushie. It looked asif hewas staring right
through me, looking at the lockers behind me. Hislipstwitched. | could see his Adam's apple bob up and
down as he swallowed. He smelled even worse than Ned.

“PomonaHigh,” he whispered, as something green and drool-like dribbled from his mouth.
His eyes focused—on me.

“PomonaHigh!” he shrieked as he spit out hisfront teeth, which then clattered onto the cement floor.
Pomona High had been our arch-riva, the school we dways faced a the Homecoming football game.

Students were dtill streaming out of the classrooms, bouncing from walls and lockers and stumbling into
one another. They al stopped in unison, dl turning together to face us.

“PomonaHigh!” they dl screamed, the roar loosening acoudtic tiles and causing them to crash downina
shower of billowing white dust.

Dropping books and jackets, they al reached out toward us—or at least, those that till had arms. They
pointed their shriveled, nail-cracked fingers at us. Thiswas something direct from a cheap fiftieszombie
movie—something direct from the memories of afourteen-year-old John Smith.

“Run!” | screamed, redlizing even as| said it that there was absolutely no placeto run to.

We needed a door—any door.



Bang!
Behind me, metd dammed againgt metd.

| turned. A door that had not been there a second ago now stood open. There was no time to question it,
no time to wonder how it had materidized.

“Insdel” | screamed, grabbing ahandful of Tartan's backside and pushing. But before | could move the
dead footbd| player wrapped hisremaining hand around my neck. | jumped forward and felt something

within the jock's hand shatter, then rip. What remained of his hand continued to squeeze at my throat, as
the broken fingernailstore into my skin.

| kept pushing Tartan, who pushed &t the rest of them while dragging Christ forward by hishair.
Stumbling, then suddenly down on dl fours, | fell into the open doorway .

Bang!
The door behind me dammed closed.

Turning over, | saw Ned leaning against the door. Rats and flab shuddered as fists pounded against the
stedl at hisback.

“Necro Ned says get the fuck away from thisdoor!” he screamed, as tears ran down his transparent
face.

The banging stopped.
“Please be seated.”

Still onthefloor, I turned around, my butt diding effortlesdy over smooth concrete. | barely even noticed
the rotted hand that fell from my neck, hitting the floor with awet-sounding smack and then sinking into
the concrete asiif it were quicksand. No, | was

too occupied with looking at her.
Mrs. Hoffmeyer.

She amost could have been Necro Ned's mother, but she wasjust alittle too ugly. Barely four feet tall
and possibly as wide, she had a bullet-shaped head, beady red eyes, and awispy black mustache. She
wore aHawaiian print mumu, granny-type rimless glasses, and asiring of black peerls. Her gray hair was
wrapped in atight bun that curled around the top of her pointed head. The stench of dead lilacs poured
from her.

It was Old Lady Hoffmeyer, not as she had redlly looked but as she had really been, deep insde, the
way that afourteen-year-old John Smith had seen her.

Thiswas my Hell, aplace pulled directly from my memories, and then twisted by my fears.
Why?

Whap!

She dapped ayardgtick against the open palm of her plump hand.

“Pop quiz,” she announced.



Smacking the yardstick afew more times she then twirled it like abaton, and reaching out with it took a
swat at Tom but missed, and instead hit Napoleon square in the face.

“Yeow!” he screamed as he flew from Tom's hands, arched across the room, and bounced from awall
that was covered with a huge yellowed map of South America. He then hit the top of adesk and stuck
there asif he had just smacked against flypaper.

“Be seated!” she screamed as she continued to wave her yardstick. But it was no longer ayardstick but
asword, the blade gleaming in rainbow colorsjust as Tartan's battle-ax had. She swung it, and it passed
through the desk in front of her. Like something from a Saturday morning cartoon, the desk stood
untouched, perfectly intact. She puckered her lips, and blew.

The desk cresked and then fell nestly in half.
“Be seated!” she screamed again.

| took the seat nearest me and motioned for the othersto aso sit. They sat, even Tom. Wewerein the
middle of anightmare, but onethat | was certain, if wewerekilled init, we would not smply wake and
find ourselves safe and warm in our own beds. Thisnightmarewasred.

She leaned againgt her desk, which caused her mumu to ride tightly against her massive breasts. She
resembled an over-stuffed sausage casing. “Today's quiz will cover last night'sreading.” She made afew
stabs at the air with her sword. “You're dl prepared, aren't you?’

No one spoke, but | saw Ned and Tartan nod their heads. Some of their own long-buried, school-days
nightmares had forced that Pavlovian response.

“| certainly hope s0,” she said, smiling and reveding large, block-like dentures. “ An understanding of
pre-Mayan agricultura mores, asreated to Victorian England stained-glass windows and
multidimensiond black-hole tunnding is crucid to your education and socid well-being.” She smiled
again, and pushed her granny glasses up her greasy, blackhead-infested nose. “Y ou all want to be
well-balanced young ladies and gentlemen, ready to face the chalenges of the real world, don't you?’
she asked.

No one said anything. Only Ned nodded.
“Then begin,” she sad. “Y ou have two minutes.”

A large clock, featuring at least a haf-dozen hands, flowed up through the chalkboard in front of us. All
the hands spun frantically, most in the wrong direction.

My hands had been flat against the top of my desk, when suddenly | jerked them off. The surface had
been cool and solid, and indented and chipped where initials had been carved into it—but now it
squirmed. It began to undulate, and turned to flowing plastic. As| watched, athick sheaf of papers
floated up through the wood-grained surface just as the clock had flowed out through the chalkboard.
Reaching forward, | picked up thethick pile of papers and fanned them like adeck of cards. The last
page was numbered 163.

“A minute and ahdf remaining,” said Mrs. Hoffmeyer.

This entire scene was something that could have been pulled from every high-schooler'sworst nightmare.
| glanced quickly around the classroom.

Napoleon sat on the edge of his desk top, with abright yellow Number Two pencil sticking out of his



mouth. He spit it out to the floor, but as| watched it wiggled and began to crawl forward. It coiled
around one of the desk's legs and then began to work its way back up toward Napoleon.

Ned frantically scribbled across the top sheet of his papers, his head jerking up and down as he kept
glancing at the clock. His black tongue quickly darted out and smacked the edge of the first paper, just
like afrog hitting afly, and then turned the page back. He started scribbling on the second page.

Everyonedsejust s, looking at Mrs. Hoffmeyer and watching the flashing tip of her sword as she
swvung it in front of hersdlf, shredding an invisble student.

In my hand.

| looked down. It had wrapped itself around my index finger. Y ellow, and with no eraser |eft, it was a
chewed and battered-looking Number Two pencil. Itsdull lead tip swayed back and forth, Sraining
toward the paper.

| looked back up.
“Eyes on your paper, mister!” shrieked Mrs. Hoffmeyer.

Ancient and deeply ingrained reflexes snapped my head forward. The dense print that covered the first
page of the pop quiz was unintdligible, asif it were written in out-of-focus Sanskrit.

“Fifteen secondd!”

Ignoring the paper full of squirming letters, | stared at the pencil. | could fed the Nanomechanoids within
it buzz, fed them burn energy, and even sense the Mastermechanoids direct and guide the small
Nanomechanoid subunits. Data bits made up of highs and lows flowed by, carried by single e ectrons that
shuttled from atom to atom.

Tearsran down my face, the musclesin my ssomach twitched, and | could fedl blood drip from my nose.
It splattered againgt the quiz paper. But dl that wasasmal priceto pay, an inggnificant price—as
compared

to the value of what had just coalesced in my head.
| linked.

| reached into the pencil, enveloping the Mastermechanoid with my own thoughts, and blocked its
communication links. | didn't know how | did it. It waslike breathing or blinking. The nerve endingsin my
fingers and hands pulsed, sending eectricd signdsinto the pencil.

Let go! | commanded, shouting the order deep within my brain.

The pencil fell from my hand, bounced from the desk top, and hit the floor with awet, sticky sound. It
was quickly reduced to ayellow puddle that seeped into the concrete.

“Pencils down!”

| looked up. Mrs. Hoffmeyer was staring at uslike a hawk looking for ascurrying mouse. Her eyes
suddenly narrowed to dits, and her nogtrils flared.

“Neddy!” she screamed.
Weall turned to look at Ned. He was till frantically scribbling.



“Neddy!” She waked forward, her sword leading the way.

| stood, knocking my desk over and sending papersflying.

Ned findly looked up.

Jumping over my toppled desk and pushing another aside, | scrambled forward.

Thefloor beneath meturned toice. | dipped and did across the floor, stopping only when | crashed into
the classroom'sfar wall.

“| said pencils down, mister!”
| stood.

Mrs. Hoffmeyer's back was to me and her sword was raised high above her head. She completely
blocked my view of Ned and his desk.

| had timeto take just asingle step forward and reach out for her pudgy hand.
But | couldn't reach her intime.

Mrs. Hoffmeyer dashed down and then, asif reloading for a second swipe, raised her hand and sword
once again high over her head. She started to swing down for asecond time.

The sword didn't move.

| had my hand tightly wrapped around her wrist. | pulled her toward me. Her plastic-soled shoes
sguealed and squeaked as | dragged her across the floor, | looked down. She wore scuffed and worn
brown-leather wingtips. The stitching was gone a both toesand | could see plaid socks sticking out. |
looked back up quickly, trying to get that image of disintegrating wingtips out of my head.

| looked at Ned.

He sat at hisdesk, with hishead still down and pencil till in hand. He did not move. A red seam nestly
bisected his skull, ran down his plagtic face, and then disappeared beneath what was | eft of his rodent

cape.

“Necro Ned says,” he began in awet-sounding whisper and then collgpsed, literdly splitting in half. He
hit the floor, making two blubbery piles. Neatly chopped-in-haf papersfluttered over him, many being
quickly carried away in agrowing pool of blood.

As| held on to her wrist, she turned toward me. | looked down at her, and she looked up a me. "He
doesn't want you dead. Not yet,” she said with ahiss. “But he wouldn't mind if you were missing afew
limbs”

He—Lucifer.

Behind her | could see Tartan lunging forward, and behind her | could see Tom's smiling face. Hewas
smiling as serendly asif what he had just witnessed had never even happened.

Time dowed, just asit had on the bridge at the Detention Facility.

| felt her arm dowly come down. | could hear the screams of the Mastermechanoids within her, shouting
commands, routing data, dumping al the power at their disposa into that descending arm.



The blade swept down, just missing my |eft ear and then heading for my shoulder.

| slently talked, forcing the words through the nervesin my fingertips. And the Mastermechanoids
listened. They had no choice, because | knew their secret access codes.

| knew the Master mechanoid access codes.

When they had originally been built the designer had Ieft in ahidden trapdoor, something that only he
could accessin case of an emergency. It was something that only Colin Wood could access—something
that | could suddenly access. That al-too-familiar, molten hot-sted spike was once again poking through
my right eye. My vision blurred, but | could just make out the rainbow-colored blade as it scraped
againg the sde of my jaw.

| talked to the Mastermechanoids.
They ligtened.
“Urmph!” gurgled Mrs. Hoffmeyer.

Shetwitched, and suddenly dl resistance vanished in her arm. | pushed back, and her forearm bent back
over itsef a an impossible angle. The sword now hung over her head. On my command, the key bonds
that had held together what passed for bones in her massive body had been severed.

| let go of her wrigt.
Shefell, and as shefell the sword dropped from her now rubbery fingers.

She hit the floor and bounced. Her plump body wiggled beneath the mumu, making her look like a
gigantic, blood-gorged leech. The sword fel1 on top of her, the Nanomechanoid-perfect blade dicing her
from left shoulder to right hip asif she were apat of warm butter. White pussing goo exploded out.

Bang!

Thewalls of the classroom shuddered.

Bang!

Metal screamed, then tore.

Bang!

| turned toward the noise, toward the classroom's door.

It had been crushed in, with the imprint of agiant fist showing through the thick sted!.

“Follow me!” | shouted, running back to thewall that only an ingtant before | had did into. Reaching
forward | placed both of my hands, pamsflat, againgt it.

The Nanomechanoids within it hummed.
Bang!

Something flew by the side of my head. A twisted shard of meta was suddenly embedded in the wall,
just aove my head. Quickly glancing behind mysdlf | saw ahairy, calused, knuckled fist pull itsdlf out
from arip inthe metal door. That fist had been at least afoot across.



| found the Mastermechanoids.
Turning back, | stared at the wall.
Bang!

| imagined a door, made of oak and stained glass, complete with a brass door-knocker. The wall
shimmered, its color turning dark, and its texture metamorphosing to that of polished wood.

Bang!

| glanced quickly around once more. The door's top hinge was sprung and the bottom one twisted.
Fatigued metd whined.

| turned back and adoor stood before me, just as| had imagined it, just as | had demanded the
Nanomechanoids build it. It even had the same well-endowed knocker as the front door of the Griffith
Observatory. | pushed the door open. Beyond it was adark corridor—another rabbit hole.

“ln!”

Reaching behind me, | grabbed thefirst thing | could. | tossed Vlad through, sending him flying as not
even Dracula had ever flown. The others quickly got theidea, Tartan again tugging & the nearly
comatose Chrigt.

The classroom's door crashed in and the bottom hinge splintered, sending shrapne flying acrossthe
room.

“Tom!” | screamed.

He was standing a desk-length away from me. Chaos and destruction were going on al around him, but
he was acting totaly indifferent to it.

“Inddel” | screamed again, reaching for him, grabbing hisleft hand, and tugging him toward me.

Heamiled, asif he had just heard the punch line of some only mildly funny joke. “If youinsas,” he said,
and picking up Napoleon by the hair walked past me, sauntering toward the dark hallway.

Pushing and shoving him forward, | went in after him, grabbing the edge of the door and getting ready to
dam it shut. | took one last look back behind me.

The nearly pulverized metd door fdl to thefloor. Standing behind it, with his massive hands il clenched
into fists, stood a miniaturized Lucifer, lessthan two feet tal. He was more arms and fists than anything
dse

He grinned, and his eyes glowed like twin flashlights.

“Enjoy your shopping!” he screamed, throwing back hishead and laughing. “I think it'stime you finaly
bought those new shoes!”

The oak door legpt from my fingers and dammed itsdlf shut.
Weadl stood at the exit of the dark hallway, staring out into total and complete chaos.

“It'smy birthday,” said Christ in awhisper. Somewhere, and somehow, he had lost his gag.



“Chrisgmas,” said Tartan. She kept atight hold on the rope that held Christ's hands together.
Shewasright.

It was Christmas, Southern California-style, complete with plastic snow, cellophaneicicles, and the
jazzed up sounds of “The Twelve Days of Chrissmas’ blaring above the buzz and babble of the crowd.

Amall.

Men, women, and children filled the place. They all carried packages, wore white Santa Claus beards,
and licked frozen yogurt bars, and as | looked down at their feet | could seethat they all wore
decayed-looking brown leather wingtips. | glanced right-left-right. The mall appeared to be of infinite
length. All I could see were shoe stores and yogurt emporiums. There was nothing else.

Just like the high schooal, this was something el se from the memories that filled my head, but having been
made redl by the Nanomechanoids it had become twisted and bent.

“Where dowe go?’ asked Tartan.

Before | could even try to answer, the crowd that swarmed in front of us came to ahalt, each of them
bumping into the backside of the onein front of them. Directly in front of usthey parted, asif some
invisble hand had swept them aside.

A small cardboard sign stood in the middle of the mal floor: MAKE Y OUR CHRISTMASWISH. The
sgn was adorned with a plastic-looking wreath, and little duminum foil-wrapped chocol ate Santas.

| read it doud. “I haveawish!” screamed Christ, suddenly breaking free of Tartan. Heran out into the
open floor space, knocked over the sign, and, turning left, disappeared.

“No!” | shouted.

But it was dready too late. Tartan was dready after him, with VVlad chasing after her. Asheran he
unfurled his cape, which amost made it appear asif he were actualy flying.

| felt ahand on my shoulder and turned around.
It was Tom.

“Y ou haveto flow with this, and understand the lessons that L ucifer isteaching you. He playsa
dangerous game. Heistrying to bring back your forgotten memories, hoping that the Quad Access
Codes will resurface before you recdl other memories—memoriesthat

could kill him."

Kill him.

How could my memorieskill him?

“Youve got tokill him,” said Napoleon from the crook of Tom'sleft arm.
Thiswastoo strange, too insane.

| could fed my eyebals suddenly bulge as pressure within my brain seemed to build, I ignorediit, just as|
wastrying to ignore everything e se.



| pushed a Tom. “Follow them.”

| then ran after him, not knowing how | would do it but certain that if | didn't put an end to thisinsanity
the rest of them would be killed. Just like Joan and Ned. Just like Annaand Joe. That much | did know.

It wasafact.
This scenewasthe most insane of dl.
Santa’'s workshop.

Every mdl at Chrisgmastime used to have one. Usually built of plywood and cotton, it would have kidsin
ef auits, cardboard reindeer, and a nineteen-year-old bimbo version of Mrs. Clausin ared-and-white
miniskirt to keep Dad busy while Santa brainwashed the kids with visions of hundred-dollar toys,
guaranteed to self-destruct long before the batteries ever wore out. | would have sold my soul for ataut
and tanned Mrs. Claus passing out discount coupons to the mall's Pretzel Perlor.

But none of that wasto befound inthismal.
Wheat | now faced was past being smply insane. It was perverted.

Children stood in along line, all wearing their Santa Claus beards and al being kept orderly and quiet by
little dves with snakelike red tails that held on to little golden ropes that were tied around the children's
throats. Each ef carried a pitchfork, which it would jab into the child a the end of its rope to keep them
moving dong theline.

Thiswas Chrigmas—Hell-gtyle.

On the throne that should have been filled to overflowing with ajelly-bellied Santa sat Satan. And to his
left, far above him, locked away in acage that hung from the mall ceiling, was God. He was unconscious,
and hung againgt the bars. Hisrobe wasin tatters. His halo looked tarnished and was full of nicksand
scratches.

We stood silently, motionlessly, not knowing what to expect. Tartan had a choke-hold on Christ, but he
gtill reached out his shaking hands toward God. His eyeswere wild and animal-like. He wanted
God—badly.

“I'll bewith you in just amoment!” bellowed Lucifer, looking over at us. “But first | haveto heer this
swext little child's Chrigmaswish.”

“This swest little child” sat perched in hislap. Wearing alacy pink party dress, and with her Santa beard
having falen off so that it hung around her neck, she tugged on L ucifer's pointed beard, paling his head
down.

Shewhispered into hisear.
Lucifer smiled, then sat back up.

“Of course, my dear,” he said, “ Santa can grant your Chrissmaswish.” He pointed atalon-tipped finger
out into the crowd. “ This, good mother, isthe Christmas wish of your sweet darling.”

A boalt of lightning erupted from Lucifer'sfingertip, flashing into the crowd. Something exploded and a
column of aily fire erupted, scorching the calling of the mall. Something black, that |looked like charcod,
rose up on the plume of fire, crashed into the ceiling, and then rained back down like black snow. A pair



of smoking wingtips remained embedded in the soot-gained celling.
“Thank you,” thelittle girl said swestly.

Lucifer looked down at her, hisred eyes seeming to fill with compassion, and then reached down and
grabbed each of her legs.

He pulled.
“No!” screamed Tartan, starting to run forward.
| wrapped a hand around her waist and tugged her back.

Thelittle girl exploded in aburst of confetti, like an overstuffed pifista. But asthe confetti flitted through
theair, each paper shred transformed itsaf into anearly tranducent droplet of blood.

Lucifer dropped her body into the cotton snow around his throne, whereit sank and disappeared.

She'd been aNanomechanoid construct. They al were. All of Hell was a Nanomechanoid-generated
nightmeare.

Lucifer turned and looked at us, but then kept turning.

“Stop!” he screamed, pointing with the same finger that only an ingtant before had carbonized thelittle
girl'smother.

He pointed at Christ, who had dipped away from Tartan.
Christ now hung from the bottom of God's cage, pulling himself up the bars.
“Stop!” Lucifer screamed once again. He stood.

Christ did not stop, and now dangled from the side of the cage, holding on one-handed, as hereached in
with his other hand trying to grab God's throat. Blood ran down his arms from where hiswrists were torn
by whét little remained of the frayed ropethat had kept his handstied together.

A balt of lightning flashed from Lucifer's hand, crashing into Christ and vaporizing hisfeet. Blood poured
from his ankle sumps. Somehow, Chrit till clung to the bars—even continued to pull himsdf up.

| was dready running toward L ucifer, having no ideawhat | would do when | got to him. All | knew was
that | had to stop him, had to do whatever it took to stop him.

He turned toward me.
“Give methe codes!” he screamed.

| ran into him, my momentum knocking both of us down, carrying usinto the Santathrone, toppling it
over, and then sending us diding across a plastic ice pond.

My hands were wrapped around his throat.
He stood, carrying me up with him.,
Something now familiar hummed beneath my hands.

“No!” he bellowed, as his eyes grew impossibly large and smoldering spit ran from the corners of his



mouth.

| searched for the Mastermechanoids.

“I'l kill him!” he screamed.

Hejerked both of us around and raised hisleft hand.

| felt the Nanomechanoids, just as| had felt them in Mrs. Hoffmeyer, but thistime | was not reaching for
the bonds that held bone together, but those that held cells.

Bang!

Hisbody shook, and | could feel the power drain out of him. He'd just discharged atremendous
electrica voltage. His body jerked, and just out of the corner of my vision | could see Christ pressed into
the bars of God's cage. A dark, smoking hole was punched through his back.

| sent the signal through my hands. | ordered the Mastermechanoids to sever the bonds that held each
cdl in place. And that was dl it took. | was no longer holding on to athroat but to jely. Lucifer
collapsed, oozing to the floor.

Running back, with dime dripping down me, | tried to reach Christ, but Tartan was ahead of me, dready
tugging on his ankle stumps, getting herself covered with blood. She couldn't pull him down. He
appeared

to be welded to the bars of God's cage.
He should have been dead.
But he wasn'.

“Die, you old fucker!” screamed Christ as he wrapped his arms around God's throat, no longer needing
those hands to keep him from faling as his own chest was welded to the cage and holding him up. “You
took her from me!”

“Stop!” | screamed. “He's not real! He never wad! It'sjust aconstruct being externaly controlled!”

| knew that, having sensed the mind that had controlled Lucifer, having felt it just as he had disintegrated
in my hands. Lucifer and God were both puppets being controlled by something hidden and unseen.

But Christ either couldn't or didn't want to hear me. He continued to grab God's throat, banging the old
man's head againgt theinsde of the cage.

| leaned down to the floor, feding the Nanomechanoids within it, feding all of them.
Doors opened.
| could fed blood suddenly leaking from the corners of my eyes and the red, hot tears Streaking my face.

| knew Hdll from the insde out; knew it, and could contral it. All the secret codes, everything that was
needed to manipulate and build it, were now within my head. But of coursethey had always beenin my
heed, just hidden from me.

God reached out and wrapped his own hands around Christ's head.



“Welcome home, son!” he screamed.

| linked, feding the hum of the world around me.

God pressed his hands together.

Chrigt's head split like an overripe melon.

| stood, everything that was Hell now flowing through me.

Tartan collapsed to the floor with what was I eft of Christ on top of her.
Tom stood next to me. His face was blank and expressionless.

“Y ou can never really hurt us!” screamed God, as he reached his bloodstained hands through the bars,
out toward me.

Everything went gray, and then black, and | felt mysdf faling through the rubbery floor.
| had deactivated Hell.

CHAPTER 14
Behind the Mask

Something milky-white covered my open eyes.

| blinked. Glass shattered.

| kicked. Glass splintered.

| stood. Glass rained down onto the flagstone floor.

Tom stood to my |eft, brushing white shards of glass from his shoulders. Beyond him Tartan knedled,
pulling large white strips from her arms. And to my right sat awobbling white lump. Asit wiggled back
and forth acrack appeared in it, running down its center.

“Get meout of herel” said Napoleon in commanding tones.

Tom waked around me and, bending down, picked up the lump of white glass, then banged it severd
times against the stone floor. He cracked it open, asif it were some sort of giant, mutant hard-boiled
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“Where arewe?’ demanded Napoleon. Tom dropped him to the floor, where he bounced several times
before coming to arest. A skullcap of glasswas il stuck to the top of hishead. He looked like a
jack-o'lantern about aweek after Halloween, al shriveled up and caved in.

No one answered him.

We stood in acathedral, a cathedrd that | had stood in once long ago. There was no mistaking the
stained-glass windows and the vaulted stone ceilings that rose more than ahundred feet above us. We
were in Notre Dame. Bending down, | pressed the palms of my handsto the floor. | felt cold and dead
stone. Thiswas no Nanomechanoid-generated fantasy. This cathedral was built of stone and wood,
cement and glass—it redly existed. | stood.



“Greetings,” said an echoing voice that came from the far end of the cathedral.

It was Vlad. He stood where the main cathedra dtar should have been. But there was no longer an dltar.
In its place were three thrones, the center one higher than the two that flanked it. In each one was seated
afigure.

Vlad motioned to us with awave of his cape.

| walked forward with Tartan close by my right side, who was continualy glancing from Vlad to
Napoleon's head and then back again. Tom picked up Napoleon's head and followed behind me.

“Thisisit,” said Napoleon from behind me, trying to whisper but hisvoice still echoing from the cathedra
wadls. “Thisiswherethetrue Lucifer hides. If you can kill him here, God will liveforever.”

I ignored him and continued to walk forward.

In the throne on the left sat God, his halo burning bright, hiswhite robe immaculate, and his creased white
face serene. His eyes were closed. His chest dowly rose and fell. He was adeep.

In the throne on theright sat L ucifer. Like God he appeared to be adeep, for his eyes aso were closed,
his chest dowly risng and faling. But unlike God there was no serenity on hisface. His pitchfork was
clenched in both hands, and the tendonsin hisarms were flexed. He suddenly squirmed on histhrone and
his lips twitched. It looked as though he was having anightmare.

In the center throne, which was made of what looked like asolid block of gold and adorned with rubies
the size of my figt, sat an old man. Wearing a one-piece blue jumpsuit with bunny dippers, he aso dept.
His bald head was wrapped in acrown of pulsing fibersthat draped down over the back of his shoulders
and disappeared behind his throne.

In hisright hand, with fingers that were twisted by arthritis and splotched with liver spots, he clutched
what looked like a chocolate-stained Fudge Pop stick.

| tried to ignore the pain that suddenly lanced through my head, and forced mysdlf to dow my breathing.
We stopped. Between us and the thrones was a nearly transparent glass-like Shield, smilar to what
Tartan had used to protect the observatory, but this one looked like gray-smoked glass.

Tartan took severd stepsin front of me, stopping only when she was within arm's reach of the Shield.
She looked up at the old man.

“No one can st higher than God,” she said in awhisper.
“Colin Wood can,” answered Vlad.
Colin Wood?

My vison momentarily blurred, and my knees dmost buckled. | reached ingde of mysdf for that hidden
reserve of strength that | had called upon so many times before. My kneeslocked, and my vison
cleared.

Blood trickled down from my nose.
Who am |? The words whispered themsdalvesin my head.

“GodisLord!” screamed Napoleon, his voice echoing throughout the cathedral.



Tartan dropped to her knees, bowing her head.

Vlad amiled. His plagtic fangs were no longer plagtic but bright, shiny ivory. “Let meexplain,” hesad.
“Therés nothing to explain!” screamed Napoleon.

Vlad waved hisarm. “It don't wish to be interrupted.”

| could hear Napoleon mumble, but heard nothing that resembled words. | turned and looked at him. His
head had rolled over and waslying onitsright ear. Where his mouth had been there was now only an
unbroken patch of yelow-tinted skin. Vlad had total Nanomechanoid control.

Vlad pointed over his shoulder and toward the thrones. “ Thereisno God, and thereisno Lucifer. They
arefigments of that insane old man'simagination.” The hatein Vlad's voice was pure and unrefined.

Wasthat the presence | had felt when Lucifer dissolved in my hands? Was that old man responsible for
al thisinsanity?

1] NO! ”
Tartan was on her feet, running toward Vlad.

She got within saverd feet of him when lightning erupted from his glasses, the blue bolts striking her inthe
head. She crumpled to the floor, but as she lay there | could see her chest dowly riseand fall.

| didn't move. Short of getting mysdlf killed, there was absolutely nothing | could do.

Vlad turned back toward the thrones as if nothing had happened. “My esteemed creator, the great Dr.
Colin Wood, father of the Nanomechanoid, had drifted into insanity long before the Bug ever ateinto his
diseased brain.”

My entire body convulsed, and my chattering teeth bit into my tongue.
| was Colin Wood.
Not thisold man.

“Hewas split—actualy becoming two people,” said Viad. “The first was the Colin Wood who gave
billionsin an attempt to educate Dolers and in aid to the Fourth-Worlders, whose economy had been
destroyed by his Nanomechanoid revol ution when cheap labor became aworthless commodity. The
second was the Colin Wood who worshiped the technology he'd created, charting new markets and
earmarking technol ogies ripe for Nanomechanoid intervention. These two personas were diametricaly
opposed. His persondlity fractured long before the Bug added its finishing touches.”

| stared up at the old man. Hisinternal, once persona battle had now become externaized, and was
being fought across the entire Los Angeles Quad in the guise of God and L ucifer.

Tom had known.
He had told me that God and L ucifer were two faces of the same being—two faces of this old man.
Vlad turned toward us.

“And that, Cardinal Napoleon Bonaparte, iswhat you have been serving and praying to for the last four
years. Y our God is nothing more than the delusion of aninsane old man.”



Napoleon twitched and wiggled, but Tom held on to him. Tearsran down his yellowed cheeks.

“Thereisyour God!” screamed Vlad, pointing at the central throne. “He's an old man in bunny dippers,
who stson agold throne, dreams of good and evil, and occasionally wakes to wander back into a
cubbyhole behind that Shield to eat Fudge Pops and squat on atoilet.”

Napoleon's eyes closed, but tears continued to run down hisface.

| did my right foot forward. If | could get to Vlad while his attention was focused on Napoleon | might be
able to do something—perhaps.

Vlad turned.

“Don't bother,” he said, as he passed ahand in front of himsalf. “Thisisjust aconstruct, adevicethat |
operate through, just like the L ucifer that you killed earlier. | can generate an infinite number of them. The
only way that you can hopeto really destroy meisto dispose of that old man and take his place.”

“Y ou no longer sound quite so eager to die,” | said.

“But | am,” heanswered. “It'sjust that the only way to kill meisfrom theinsde.” He pointed again
toward the old man. “ The one who controls meisthe only onethat can kill me.” Again hesmiled. “And |
sorichly deserveto die”

Hewas as crazy asthe rest of them, possibly even more so. | couldn't really be sure of hisdesiresor
moativations, but the one thing that | was certain of was that he had no intention of dying. He wanted
something else, something that | didn't yet understand.

“I was created by him,” said Vlad, as he pointed behind himsdlf and at the centrd throne. “My vaues are
his. | want control, | want power. | manipulate and lie, kill and chest, al for the greater good. The

end dwaysjudtifies the means.”
Who was that old man?
Who was | ?

Vlad again pointed toward the throne. “Heis responsible for the dropping of the Speed Limit, and for the
millionsthat have dready been killed.” He smiled. “He's the undisputed master of death, and compared
to him I'm just an amateur.” He smiled, and hisivory fangs glistened. “But I'm learning.” He stepped up to
the Shiedld and ran afinger acrossit. “ That old man has no knowledge of what's transpired these past
severa days. Locked away in his own fantasy world, he doesn't even know that you exist.” Heturned
and stared at me. “1've orchestrated everything. 1've been responsible for each and every death that
you've witnessed. | sent the spaceman to greet you at Wood L abs, knowing that encounter would start
the waking process of your old memories. | talked to Joan by using the links that had been ingtaled in her
brain during her Tiffany 12 existence, making certain that you would be at Hood's cave when Napoleon
arrived. And of course, disguised as God, | instructed Napoleon, who in turn commanded his sster.”

| looked over a Tartan. She was still unconscious, but still breathing. So Loki had been the real
puppeteer behind everything—absolutely everything.

“| created the images of God and Lucifer at the Crystal Lake Casino,” he said. “I destroyed both
Napoleon's and Lucifer'sforces. | reached into Joe's head and fried his synapses. | killed Ned and Christ
and smoked that bitch Lizzie.” He pulled off his sunglasses and hurled them to the floor, where they
shattered asif made of crystal.



He had no eyes, not even eye sockets.
Hisforehead and cheeks flowed smoothly into one another.

“I built Hell asmirrored by your mind, to help you remember, to reacquaint you with your powers, and
to let you see those hidden places deep within you.” He looked up, with his eyeless face, toward the
cathedral celling. “I vaporized Joan!”

By some miracle, | managed to hold myself back.

“But I'mtainted by him!” screamed Vlad, pointing over his shoulder. “He should not control the Los
Angeles Quad, nor should I. The only red difference between usisthat thereisalogic in my core of
being that recognizesthis. | know that | have been contaminated. | know that | must ceaseto exist. And
you are theingrument that will perform al this. All these people have died to bring you to this place, a
thistime, so that the weight of their wasted liveswill press down on you. | want you to fed thefutility of
everything that has happened, the utter waste and insanity of all that's occurred. | want you to fedl death
al around you.”

| fdltit. | couldn't help but fed it. “Why?”

“Because only in that frame of mind can you come up with the proper codes, | know your mind, and |
know that the codes buried deep within it can only be summoned once you know who you redlly are,
and when that knowledge is coupled with the feglings generated by al the sensaless death around you.”

“1 don't know any damn codes!” | screamed. “1 can't accessthe Quad Walls.™

“Of course,” said Vlad. "No one can access the Quad Walls. There are no codes for that, since the
Wallscan never be brought down. The Quad Wall access codes are aHoly Grail, something | dreamed
up asatoal to further manipulate the most greedy amongst you, something that never redly existed.
Erection of the Wallswas origindly thought of asafind, failsafe device. It wasto be used only if it was
determined that man could never livein agloba community. The Bug wasthat fina proof. The Quad
Walls guarantee that some smdl dice of humanity will survive, no matter what form of sdf-destruction
and insanity ultimately infects mankind.”

No Quad Wall access codes.

| dmost dropped to the floor, but kept my knees locked. The codes that everyone had been fighting and
dying for didn't even exist. “Then what codes are you talking about?’ | asked.

Vlad patted the Shield that stood behind him. “The code is to access this Shield. It can be opened only
with acombination of two things.” He held up two fingers. “Thefirg isthat you must spesk the code
words. | know the words, but programming will not permit meto tell you them. Colin Wood would
never let anyone or anything that could even remotely harm him have accessto those codes. Hewas a
paranoid old man.”

It looked like his paranoiawas justified.
Or wasit my paranoia?

“And secondly,” said Vlad, “the Shield will scan the code-giver's mind, and when it doesit must find
some very specid, very specific memories”

“Memories?’ | asked.



“It will only recognize Colin Wood."

“But you said that he was Colin Wood.” | pointed at the old man.
“Heis”

| just looked at him stupidly.

Then who was |?

“Y ou can't understand this until you know what you redlly are, and what you were before the Bug. The
odds of your surviving that knowledge are dim, but these past days have brought you closer to it,
hopefully having let you see enough of the truth so that when you findly seedl of it, it might not kill you.”

Knowledge kills.

Hewaved hisarm.

“Rdivethis” hesad.

| fell forward, blackness eating me before | hit thefloor.
A door opened, and amemory flowed out.

“Next, Loki,” said araspy voice.

| opened my eyes.

A conference room was spread out before me. A hundred men and women sat around atable of green
glass. Congtructsin tailed tuxedos passed out drinks and drugs. The carpet beneath my feet was plush,
and the room reeked of fear.

| both was and was not here.
Thiswasamemory from my past—my real past.

“Implementation of the John Smith Project,” said a childish-sounding voice that echoed from the
oak-paneed wals. | knew that voice. It was the voice of Loki—the voice of Vlad.

An old man wesaring afaded pink jumpsuit stood. Bald and wrinkled, he had a chocolate stain around his
mouth. A melting Fudge Pop dripped over hisright hand.

“God created man in Hisimage,” said the old man, as he peered at those around the table, “and then |
created John Smithin my image.”

A hundred heads nodded in unison.

“Report, Dr. Deckwhiler,” said the old man, who then sat back down. He licked at the melted ice cream
that ran down hisarm.

A second man stood—Deckwhiler. He sweated. His pulse raced. His pupilswere dilated in afear
response. His body wanted to run, or to strike out. But he stood still, gently swaying. Hewas an
excdlent actor.

“Get onwith it,” snapped the old man.

“Certainly, Dr. Wood,” said the man.



Thingstwisted in my head and my eyebdls burned. Who am ?

“The Fourth World contains eighty-three percent of the earth's land mass, and some eighty percent of its
population—eight and ahdf billion people.” He paused, clearing histhroat. His blood pressure must have
been dangeroudly high. I could seethe veinsin hisforehead throb.

“Since theintroduction of the Nanomechanoid technology sixteen years ago, the Fourth World's
contribution to the world's gross national product has dropped from thirty-seven to less than six percent.
They have no technology base, and no sophigticated wespons systems. Wheat limited military capability
they do possessthey use upon one another, not being bold enough to actualy thresten
First-Worlders...”

Tenson increased. Breaths were held.

“Until last year,” said Deckwhiler. “On asingle day, three million skilled workers of the Digpang
conglomerate of United K oreawere attacked by a synthetic viroid. It was designed to deep dormant
within them, being passed through the conglomerate's air-handling systems. The viroid in its pre-clocked
mode was totally harmless, and could not even survive outside of the conglomerate's Seoul complex. But
on December 13, 2071 a clocked gene within the viroid was activated, dtering its sructure. Within
twenty-four hours there were three million casudties. Fatdities ran at approximately ninety percent. The
bulk of the three hundred thousand survivors were little more than menta vegetables, whileasmal
fraction of those survivorsretained their thinking abilities but suffered from severe persondity

disorders.”

The hundred were silent. They barely breathed.

“Firgt-World nations were informed through diplomatic channels that unless food and economic aid was
radically increased to the Fourth World, this would happen again.” Deckwhiler paused for severd
seconds. “On amuch larger scale.”

“Holding us goddamned hostage, because we were willing to get off our asses, use the brainsthat God
had given us, and build a better life for ourselves,” said Dr. Wood. A construct brought him another
Fudge Pop.

“What Dr. Wood saysis quite correct,” said Deckwhiler. “For the past year our economies have been
drained, and strained to the breaking point, because of the massive amounts of aid we have poured into
the Fourth World. We cannot continue to support them, and we certainly cannot give them their own
Nanomechanoid technol ogies—they would not know how to wisely manage them.”

Everyone nodded.

“However, we have arrived at anew, much more economicaly satisfactory solution.” He paused for
dramatic effect. “The John Smith Project.” Again he paused. Tension in the room rose. “Please enter,
Mr. Smith.”

Thiswasn't really happening.
It was just a memory.

| walked in from the conference room's anteroom. My head pounded and my pulse raced. | was just
bardly ableto control the tremorsin my hands. | walked around the table and stood behind Dr. Wood.

Dr. Wood.



| was not Colin Wood.
And yet | was.
“Inmy image,” said theold maninacackle.

“We have attempted conventiona forms of infiltration in the Fourth-World strongholds where they are
creating their clocked viroids, but until now we have had only limited success. What we required was a
method to take them over, to totaly control them oursalves, without the Fourth-Worlders even redizing
that this had happened.”

Again everyone nodded.

“The solution was mine!” shouted Dr. Wood, pointing hisfinger at those around the table. 1t took the
old mantofigureit out!”

Severd of those around the table—the most frightened—clapped.

“The Firgt World will be eterndly in your debt,” said Deckwhiler, smiling with aforced grin. “For quite
sometime we've had the ability to create Nanomechanoid constructs, some quite complex, ableto mimic
humans. We attempted to infiltrate using those.”

There was a not-so-quiet murmuring that engulfed the table.

Deckwhiler nodded. “ Y es, that was not successful. Personnel and government officialsin the Fourth
World are al now routinely scanned. It isarather triviad matter to detect the operation of
Nanomechanoids.

Something much more sophisticated was needed.”
All eyesturned to me.

“This had been aback-burner project for severa yearsin the Covert Operations section at the Wood
Research Labsin Mdlibu...”

Molten lead wasinjected directly into the base of my brain. | felt synapsessizzle.

“Asaresult of the Digpang conglomerate incident, the pace of that project wasradically accelerated.
What was being worked on was anew type of congtruct, one much more sophisticated than anything
ever devised, onethat would appear to be totally human even to the most sengitive scanning equipment.”

Lights dimmed, and something coalesced over the table.
A body.
It was my body. Hundreds of red flashing dots pulsed within it.

“Inanorma congtruct, hundreds of Mastermechanoids are used as specidized intelligence centers,
controlling everything from the most mechanicd of activities, such asmoving jointsor blinking eyes, tothe
most biochemica, such as converting oxygen and proteinsto usable fuels. It isthese Mastermechanoids
that are so easily detectable.”

The red flashing dots vanished. In their place the entire head now pulsed a bright orange.

“Theam of this project was to enable direct brain control of the construct without having to go through



the Mastermechanoid interface. We were successful.”
Eyes stared at me.
At me,

“But there is much moreto this new class of congtructsthat we call the John Smith classthan smply the
direct brain control of Nanomechanoids. This construct operates amost exclusively in the dormant phase,
S0 that even the Nanomechanoid operation cannot be detected. In thismodeit looks like a human, from
the grossest of anatomical details al the way down to the genetic, subcdlular leve. It is human. But when
needed, the brain can turn on any or al of the dormant Nanomechanoids, which in turn alows the John
Smith construct to manipulate its physical saf—it hasfull Shifter capabilities—so that it can subvert and
control the Nanomechanoidsinsde aswell as outside of itsdf.”

All around the room there was arapid intake of breath. The fear level rose again.

The man nodded. “Y es, on the surface, it would appear far too dangerous to couple Shifter abilities with
asdf-aware brain. Under normd circumstances this never would have been contemplated.” Deckwhiler
amiled agenuine, warm smile. “These are not norma circumstances.”

Thefear levd continued torise.

“Each John Smith congtruct has the Net database stored directly within it, updated weekly. They can all
read | dent codes direct, then access the information stored within their memories.”

Animagefilled my head. | saw ablond man with pae, empty eyes stting on arock inthe middle of a
white-watered stream. | stared into his hand. The image vanished.

Severa people removed their hands from the tabletop, hiding them in their l1aps.

“Asinitialy manufactured the John Smith class comesin ageneric, sexlessform. Body specificsare
dictated by asample of host DNA. Onceit has andlyzed the DNA it activates the Nanomechanoids,
begins operation in the Shifter mode, and becomes the person that is represented by that DNA. Once
physical identity has been established, it then accesses memory files that are stored on that person and
then assumestheir persondity astheir own.”

| scanned my DNA.
| found mysdlf reading the DNA of Colin Wood.

“However, if the red subject isat hand, the John Smith construct can meld with the host and send
Nanomechanoid mappersinto its brainsto analyze it synapse by synapse. It will then map those
connections back into itsown brain.”

The one hundred around the table were glancing at one another. | knew what they were thinking. They
wondered who was real and who was a John Smith construct. | could smdl the three constructs.

We could aways smell one ancother.
Incandescent light blinded me.
My brain szzled.

“They aretotaly autonomous. They areloya only to Dr. Wood, and cannot even be commanded by
Loki.”



Loki can't touch me. Vlad can't touch me.

“We have been deploying John Smith constructs for the past sx months. They have replaced the
leadership within every Fourth World nation, and assumed the key personnd positions at every secret
biolab. Most key leadership positions have been replaced by constructs that have the full organic
memories of the originas. We are now in aposition to smply render the labsinoperative, aswdl astake
total control of the Fourth World.” He smiled. “Any questions?’ he asked.

A woman stood. Her hands shook.

“What are the odds of this operation being successful, and of none of these clocked viroids actualy being
activated?’ she asked, quickly glancing over a Dr. Wood. Her nose quivered like that of amouse.

“We estimate ninety-eight percent chance of total success.”
Heads around the table nodded.

Pulse rates dropped.

Blood pressures|owered.

A man stood. “Once this operation is completed, how do we control these John Smith constructs?
What's to stop them from doing whatever they want?’ He sat.

Deckwhiler smiled. “ Safeguards have been stuated within their core identities. They may be terminated
whenever we choose, with avery smple string of commands.” He continued to smile.

My vison had amost returned to normal, and my sense of smell was as acute asever. | could smell
Deckwhiler. When ahuman lied, the telltale stench was unmistakable, but a John Smith construct wasthe
perfect liar, totally undetectable. Deckwhiler had just told alie, but his scent remained unchanged. But of
course | was not surprised by that: Deckwhiler's original had been replaced months ago.

Dr. Wood stood, taking afina lick at what little remained of his Fudge Pop. “We will be ready to strike,
and take full control of the Fourth World, in three days time.”

| watched the back of his head swivel as he stared at each and every face that surrounded the table.
“All who agree?” he asked.

Aye! filled the conference room.

“Those opposed?’ he asked.

Theroomwasslent.

Dr. Wood sat. “Record it so, Loki,” he said. “Wewill begin Operation John Smith in seventy-two
hours.”

“Recorded,” said Loki.

Dr. Wood then turned in his chair, looking over his shoulder at me. He smiled in afatherly sort of way.
He then turned back.

“To more persona business,” he said to those around the table. “1 am not ayoung man.”



All offered their best looks of surprise and shock.

“| am ahundred and sixteen yearsold,” he said, "and even though | should have a |east another thirty or
forty years before the synapses start to deteriorate, it is never too soon to come up with a contingency
plan.”

Again those around the table offered their best looks of surprise and shock. These looks, however, were
not asforced asthefirst.

“Inthe event of my demise, or mental incapacitation, | will not have you'—he pointed abony finger at
those around the table—"picking at the carcass of this corporation, dividing it amongst yourselves. | will
continueto runit.”

They were slent.

Dr. Wood stood and walked back toward me. He raised up both his arms and held me by the shoulders.
Helooked into my eyes. “He has my physique at the age of thirty-four, and the memoriesthat go along
with that body.” He turned his head, looking at those around the table. “ Thereisno point yet in burdening
him with the worries of an old man.” Helaughed. “Besides, if heknew all that | did, why would anyone
need me?’

No one e se laughed.
Heturned back, staring into my eyes.

“When I'm goneand dead,” hesaid, “I will ill liveon.” A tear fdl from the corner of hisright eye,
traveling down one of the many deep creasesin his cheek. “Colin Wood will never die”

The old man pulled me closeto him.
| stared into hiswatery eyes.

“But you'll only becomeme,” he said, “if you're strong enough, and have the desireto makeit so.
Anything less, and you'll die. Only one of uswill livel”

Every hidden door within my brain flew open.
My head shattered like a crystdl vase that has just been hit by asoprano's perfect high C.

CHAPTER 15
Calin Wood

“Brain activity isreturning to norma.”
My eyeswere till closed, but | could fed the cold flagstone floor benesth me.
Colin Wood.

| both was, and wasn't him. The Bug had actudly changed me only very dightly. It had smply made me
believe that | wasin fact the true Colin Wood, and not a construct version of hisyounger sdif.

Construct.



For the past several daysit had been what | had feared mogt, that | wasn't human but amachine, a
construction. Now | knew the truth. | was a device—an organic device, I'd been stored at Wood Labs
and activated four days ago.

And it suddenly made absolutely no differenceto me.

Down to the cdllular level, | was as human as a human could be. It was only when | accessed that part of
me hidden deep within that | became something different—not really amachine, or adevice, but
something else. | was more than human. | was everything that Colin Wood had been, but more. Much
more.

| opened my eyes.

Vlad stared down at me.

“Congratulations,” hesaid. “It wasaclosething.

A mere morta would have smoked himsdlf in the process of sdf-awareness.”
| sat up.

Tom stood severd feet away, looking not at me but a the Colin Wood behind the Shield. | could smell
him. He had the telltale scent of a John Smith construct.

He was my brother.

Tartan was a so Sitting, with her arms wrapped tightly around hersdf. She stared a me, asif shewere
seeing mefor thefird time.

| stood.

“Y ou know what you haveto do,” said Vlad, looking up at me. “| activated that memory that was buried
deep within you. Y ou've seenit. The old man was insane long before the Bug ate the world. Y ou've got
to end the insanity. Y ou've got to stop him.” He twitched, hiswhole body seeming to convulse. He
stared up a me, from aface that had no eyes. “ Y ou've got to stop me.”

| looked through the Shield and at Colin Wood. He dept peacefully, asif he had no caresin theworld. |
stared deeply into that old, creased face. Eighty-six years separated us. | wondered what had happened
to him in those years that now made us so different. He had nearly destroyed the world. Hed been like a
moth, drawn to the flame of technology, unable to escape the tug it had exerted on him. Vlad wasright,
both of them had to be stopped.

“Doit now!” screamed Vlad.

| walked forward, up to the Shield. | placed my pams againgt it. The Nanomechanoids within it nibbled
a my hands, digesting strands of my DNA.

"Who are you?" asked avoice that whispered in my head.
| knew with more certainty than | had ever known anything else.
“Colin Wood.”

| felt the Shield beneath the palms of my hands resonate with my voice, and the Shield itself sensng my
body's response, asking it if the name | had just given was truly mine. Nanomechanoids raced through



me, tasting synapses and neurons, reading my memories.
“Colin Wood identified,” said the voice, the words echoing throughout the cathedral.
“Givethe password!” screamed Vlad.

| paused. In the past four clays, Loki had brought me closer to a group of people than | had ever been to
any other group in my entirelife. He had done that for the express purpose of then killing them, knowing
that | would try to save them and aso knowing that 1'd be unsuccessful. Hed wanted meto fed the
degpair, fed the pain. Hed wanted me to know those fedlings, in order to drag up old memories.

But which memories?

A ghosily Colin Wood suddenly seemed to stand in front of me. Thiswasn't ahologram but a phantom,
something that had been buried deep and hidden within me, waiting in my subconscious for just this
moment.

“Fed theloneliness, boy,” said the old man. “For thefirst timein your life you've had red friends, but
now most of them are gone and you never even said good-bye to them. Friends deserve to be said
good-byeto.”

He vanished, never redly having been thereat dl.
Good-bye to friends.

| knew the code words.

| felt tears run down my cheeks.

Loki had killed thousands, only so that | would remember the gppropriate words to use when saying
good-byeto friends. I'd only spoken the words once before, but 1'd never forgotten them, just as1'd
never forget the friends I'd said good-bye to al those years ago.

The morning had been crisp and clean, ararity in summertime Los Angeles. | stood there done, witha
priest that | had never met before and was certain | would never meet again. There were no relatives of
course, but there were also no friends. My parents had been a sdf-contained entity, their life full and
complete with only themselvesfor company. No, not quite. It was athreesome that had made things
complete. We had been athreesome.

Now we were only one.
The coffinswere of polished oak, and had heavy-looking brass handles. | was done.

Andit was this londinessthat Loki had wanted meto fed once again, the loneliness of knowing that
never again would | see my parents faces. Never again would | see Joan. Joe was gone forever. Anna
and Christ were dead. Thousands I'd never even known were dead because of me.

| had walked near the coffinsto say good-bye to my only friends, to say good-bye with a quote by
Moore from Oft in the Stilly Night.

Now | stood here, to say good-bye both to new friends and to an old man.

| looked up into hiswrinkled, deeping face. 1'd spoken the words on that day long ago when | had
buried my parents. | no longer had any doubts. Those would be the words,



| looked through the Shield.

The old man opened hiseyes, and | said to him:
When | remember dl

The friends, so0 link'd together,

I've seen around mefdl,

Likeleavesinwintry wegther,

| fed likeone

Who treads alone.

A tear ran down the old man'sface just like the tear that had run down hisface four years ago, in that
faraway conference room. Tears continued to run down my own cheeks.

The Shidd faded away, thinning, flowing into the floor. The Fudge Pop stick in hishand fell, first hitting
one of hisbunny dippers and then the flagstones at my fet.

Both God and Lucifer stirred.

They opened their eyes, turned, and stared at the old man that sat between them. Then they looked at
me.

“Congratulations, boy,” they whispered in unison.

“The words prove that you're now more human than we ever were. Y ou've touched and been touched.
You'll never become us. “All three closed their eyes. “WEell leave you now—Ieave you forever.”

“Leavel” screamed Vlad from behind me.
| only had timeto haf turn.
Vlad had hisright arm raised. Lightning erupted from hisfingertips.

| felt something dice through me, stabbing mein the heart. Heat beat againgt the sde of my face. |
turned.

What remained of Colin Wood smoked. His bunny dippers il burned, feeble orange flame curling their
pointy ears. Both God and Lucifer smiled.

“Youve saved yoursdf,” they said, while staring directly a me. Then, like meting wax figures, they fel in
on themselves.

Vlad waked past me, his cape wrapped tightly around himsdlf. Reaching out, he knocked Colin Wood's
cindered corpse from the centra throne. It fell to the flagstone floor, splintering, turning to dust.

He dowly sat, seeming to savor every moment. When finally seeted, he spread his cape out over the
arms of the throne. His face bulged, and the skin tore. Eyeballs, black and streaked with red, erupted
through the cracking skin. He blinked. His bottomless black eyes stared at me.

“Now it'stimefor me” hesad.



Tom had slently walked up next to me.
“Timefor youto die?” he asked.
Vlad smiled. “Neither of you isthat stupid,” he said.

And we weren't. I'd gambled that by opening the Shield that protected Colin Wood | would somehow
learn how to destroy Loki. | hadn't. No secret codes or Synth destruct sequences suddenly filled my
mind.

Vlad leaned back in the throne, asif to get comfortable. “| could deactivate both of you right here and
now, but I'd hate to send you off into that dark night without alittle knowledgeto light the way.”

Loki was acomputer program with asadistic stregk. In the same way that he had made certain that
Napoleon knew that the God he had worshiped was nothing but an insane old man, he wanted to leave
uswith something to carry to our graves.

“Within the First World territories, ten of these Laser Facilitiesexidt. It requires only one of them to track
the movements of the haf billion of Earth's survivors.” VIad momentarily closed hiseyes.

| imagined that he was |ooking through the surveillance satdllite's eyes, looking down at what he imagined
he now controlled.

“When Operation John Smith was activated, the one hundred who acted as Colin Wood's advisors were
divided up and sent to those ten facilities, just in case the Fourth-Worlders were able to strike back at us
and activate some hidden viroid that we weren't able to stop.”

“Which they did,” | said.

Vlad reopened his eyes. “Which they did not. “He smiled, and ran histongue along the tips of hisfangs.
“The operation was atotal success.”

“And then you activated your deeping viroid,” said Tom.
| turned, first looking at Tom and then back to Vlad.
“Naturdly,” hesaid.

“However...” | said, knowing that it hadn't been that easy, that something had not gone as held planned.
That waswhy I'd been summoned.

“Yes” sad Vlad, having formed hisfingersinto asteeple, which he now held up to his eyes and peered
through. “When dealing with humans, there dways seemsto be a'however.”

“It was the survivors of the one hundred,” said Tom. He nodded his head to himsdlf asif hewerejust
understanding something for thefirst time. “ Those who were most likdly to survive the Bug were those
with the strongest sense of sdif.”

Loki sneered, and something deep within his black eyes glistened. “ The one hundred were thefittest,
most egocentric animals that had ever clawed their way up acorporate ladder,” he said. “Most of them
had astrong enough sense of self to generate fa se personas. Each facility remained in human control, run
by humans who were now more insane than they had ever beenin their old lives. Before | could begin the
new world, reforming society according to my vision, | had to remove them in order to gain tota control
of myself"



“And that'swhy you reactivated me,” | said.
Vlad nodded.

“It took me nearly four years of research and probing into that old man's mind to come up with the codes
that would enable meto reactivate you. | had planned to smply bring you here and, at my leisure, force
you into opening his Shied.”

But Wood had obvioudy not let him operate at his leisure. He had somehow forced the dropping of the
Speed Limit, hoping that Loki would give up, not wanting the world so badly that he would be willing to
rule over its cindered corpse.

“Wood was ready for me,” said Loki. “The same signadsthat | had sent out to activate you aso activated
ahidden node within myself, anode which forced meinto dropping the Speed Limit.”

| could suddenly fed hisblack eyesfocuson me.

“But not just the Speed Limit in this Quad—in dl of the two hundred Quads that cover the entire
planet.”

I'd been right. Wood had gambled that Loki would not destroy the world in order to control it. It wasa
gamblethat hed lost.

“But he'd underestimated me,” said Vlad. “1 came up with a plan to accel erate you into remembering the
codewords. It wasal rather trivid.” Again he smiled. “Humans are o easily manipulated. You'reruled
by your emotions.”

| stood there saying nothing. That's what these last four days had been for. All of this had been to force
me into remembering the words, without actually destroying my brain. And now he controlled this
facility. He would have no trouble using it to destroy the nine other laser ingtdlations. | suddenly knew
that, understood the almost infinite power that each of these laser systems controlled.

Vlad closed hiseyes.

| felt ashudder run through the floor benesth me. Lights momentarily dimmed, then quickly burned bright
again.

He reopened hiseyes. “I am now the master,” he said. “It istime to create my world.”
“And what isthis new world that you envison?’ | asked.

“| offer freedom,” he said.

“Freedom?’ asked Tom.

Vlad nodded. “Freedom from the thing which has plagued man since he dropped down from the trees. |
will give him freedom from choice. If man cannot make choices, he will not be able to harm himsdlf. He
must be carefully guided.”

Loki was no different than the thousands of other dictators that had risen up throughout history. They
were always the ones who knew best, the oneswho knew how others should live. The others had been
flesh and bone, while he was silicone and computer code, but that was the only difference. It wasredly
no differencea dl.

Vlad stood.



“S0, ‘gentlemen,” he said, smiling as he said that, asif caling us* gentlemen” were some sort of joke. “I
want to thank you, and I'm certain that someday the survivors of thisworld will thank you. Y ou've
ensured the continued existence of mankind.”

We may have ensured that human beings would survive, but it would not be mankind that survived.
Loki'svison of humanity wasthat of agiant herd of cattle, contentedly grazing on some wide open plain.
Man would eventually become just one more mindlessanimd.

“The good designersat Wood Labs,” said Vlad, “had enough foresight to make sure that John Smith
congtructs could be deactivated when their usefulnesswas over.”

Asif wewerejoined at the hip, both Tom and myself took asingle step back.

“Code AAA 3478RTYW999MNBG67,” Vlad said dowly, carefully pronouncing each letter and number.
| could not breathe. | could not move.

Vlad stood.

“That sequence opens you up, makes you susceptible to the deactivation code. All that isrequired to
send you to the ultimate infinity isthefind quote.”

He smoothed out his cape, and said:

To seetheworldinagrain of sand,

And aheavenin awild flower,

To hold infinity inthe pam of your hand,

And eternity in an hour.

He stood straight and tall, looking up to the cathedra ceiling.
| blinked.

| took a step forward.

“Loki,” said Tom in awhisper.

Helooked down, dowly lowering his head. His eyes were large and consumed by the blackness within
them. He fdl back into the throne.

“No,” hesaid in awhisper. “You can't ill bedive. | know those were the words.”

“They werethe correct words,” said Tom. Reaching up, he touched the side of his head. “ They activated
the memoriesthat they were intended to awake.”

Vlad tried to push himsdlf through the back of histhrone.

“Wood knew that you would eventually break the codes to activate John Smith,” said Tom. "His plans
depended on that.”

Vlad stopped squirming.

| stared at Tom.



He again rubbed hisforehead. “ Colin Wood knew of your plan to try to take control of theworld. He
knew that you had created your own Bug. It wasdl part of his plan. When he saw what the
Nanomechanoid technology had done to the First-Worlders, he knew that they were doomed. Hisonly
hope was that the Fourth-Worlders would recognize what the First-Worlders had done to themselves
and then choose adifferent way to live, abetter way.”

That hadn't happened. They'd been desperate enough to create the original Bug.

“But the Fourth-Worlders couldn't see the decay and rot that was eating the First World, and wanted to
take exactly the same path,” said Tom. “Redizing this, Colin Wood fdt that there was only one solution.
No one should have the Nanomechanoid technology.”

“It was my ideal” screamed Vlad.
“That'swhat he wanted you to believe,” said Tom.

Vlad stood. “It can't betrue! If that was so, then why didn't he smply deploy the Bug himself and
destroy me dong with theworld?’ Vlad waved his hand above his head. “Why dl this, then?’

Tom smiled and turned to me. “1t was for you,” he said. “All of this. He knew that Loki would activate
you.”

“Why?" | managed to ask.

“I don't know,” said Tom. He pointed at the pile of charcod and dust that lay on thefloor. “Only he
knew.”

Vlad suddenly pointed hishands at us.
“Diel” he shrieked.
But lightning didn't erupt from hisfingertips

Tom smiled and shook hishead. “Y ou can't hurt us,” he said. “Y ou've known that for days, but couldn't
admit it to yoursdlf. Neither you nor Thor can fire on us. We can even move through Quad Walls without
being harmed. Colin Wood buried those restrictions degp within your programming.”

Vlad stepped back, faling into the throne.

“Wood knew that it would take you these past four years to determine the codes that would access John
Smith. He wanted you and the remnants of the one hundred to control the world during that time,
knowing the turmoil and confusion that the Bug would create, and knowing that all of you had the talent
for control and organization that the new world would need for thosefirst few years. But that timeis
over. The Speed Limit will be removed, but the Quad Wallswill remain. Mankind now has over two
hundred chancesto learn and grow and become something else, something better.”

“I can help,” said Vlad in awhimper.
Tom shook hishead. “Y ou're part of aworld that's dready dead,” he said.
“Please” asked Vlad, suddenly looking frightened.

Tom again shook his head. “Wood kept me near the labs, knowing that the day would come when John
Smith would be awakened, and knowing that you would try to destroy him. The signal that woke him
aso sarted to wake me. If John Smith could survive knowing what he redlly was, then Wood knew that



| would aso survive knowing what | redlly was.”

Vlad shook his head, whimpering like the frightened ten-year-old boy he masgueraded as.
“He gave me the words that would be needed,” said Tom, now smiling. He spoke:

But | being poor, have only my dreans,

| have spread my dreams under your feet

Tread softly, for you tread on my dreams.

Vlad sagged into his seet. “Dreams,” he said in awhisper, “I have no dreams.” Hiseyesclosed. He
turned to rubber and dipped from the throne, flowing to the floor and disintegrating into adark,

oily-looking pool.
Loki was dead.
| turned.

Tartan now stood next to Tom, both of them staring at me. Tom had his|eft foot resting against the top of
Napoleon's head.

“What how?’ asked Tartan in awhisper.
Tom nodded.
What now?

| didn't know. There was no psycho chasing me, no one trying to beat hidden codes out of me, and no
onefrying millions of innocents. It had been four days of nonstop panic, and in aninstant it had been
stopped. It was over.

“A rlevant question.”
The voice echoed throughout the cathedra.

Tartan and Tom's eyes grew wide. Napoleon twitched, trying to rock hishead out from beneath Tom's
boot.

| knew that echoing voice. It was an old man's voice, avoicethat | might someday have.
Colin Wood.

My knees wanted to buckle. Theinsanity had to be over. It had to be. | could take no more—absolutely
no more.

“My congratulations go out to you,” said the voice, which now seemed to come from behind me.

| turned. No one stood there. There were just three piles of dark goo, and the carbonized corpse of
Colin Wood. No. The carbonized corpse of something that had pretended to be Colin Wood. He'd died
far too eadily. | should have known. | wouldn't have died so easily, and so neither would he. It wasn'tin
us to die without so much aslifting afinger.

“To those of you who might not be quite certain, | am Colin Wood.”



My gut twisted.
It wasn't over. It would never be over.

“Y ou know who you redly are, John Smith, but for smplicity | will continueto think of you as John
Smith. Multiple incarnations can be so confusing—don't you agree?”’

“What do youwant?’ | asked. | had absolutely no desire to engage in idle conversation with someone
who was responsible for the deaths of billions of people. Especiadly not when that someone was me.
No—the someone | might have become. Might have.

“Excdlent,” hesad. “1 dwayswas oneto get right down to business.” He paused. “ Therés so little point
inidle conversation, isthere?’

| shivered. Either he could read my mind, or he knew me so well that he knew how | thought. Neither
one of those options was comforting.

“Asl first said, congratulations arein order. Y ou passed thefirst part of my little tes—the easy part.”
“Easy part?’ | said, blurting the words out, thinking of al those who had died.

“Certainly,” hesaid. “Y ou regained knowledge of self without burning out your brain, and you managed
to defeat Loki with the help of your friends. That was the easy part. Y ou had powers and knowledge
that no one else could compete with. It was actudly arather trivid, yet necessary exercise, preparing you
for what you sill haveto do.”

| didn't ask. | knew him. Hed tdl me.

“Y ou weren't summoned to stop L oki, or save afew million meaningless souls. | brought you here for
one reason, and one reason aone—a reason you dready know. | told you four years ago.”

| touched that memory, most seeming to stand in that conference room once again, staring into my old
face, looking at those tears.

“Without challenge, lifeismeaningless. I've created aworld, and it'smine, but its valueis measured by
those who chalenge mefor it. And none has been found worthy. | knew this would happen, and that's
why you've been summoned. There's only one person who could stand any chance a al of defeating
rm”

Once again, | didn't haveto ask.
“It'syou, boy. You will try to take the world from me.”
| wouldn't. The game was over.

“I know you,” he said. “My memory is perfect. If it were just you, you'd smply walk away and not play
the game. You're dill so young.” He paused.

| couldn't see him but | could imagine him, his eyes unfocused, staring a nothing, looking back over
amost a century at the things that made us two separate people.

“Right and wrong, and dl the mortal ramifications that those words contain, still fill your head. Thoseare
your weekness, the things that deceive you into believing that you're part of humanity, amember of the
human race.”



He was insane.

“| offer you incentive to continue your participation in my little game. Thefirgt isof globd, worldwide
concern. The Speed Limit has not been removed. It isnow at zero. Any movement resultsin deeth.”

My body tensed. Those who could were inside, keeping low, but most didn't have the brainseft to do
that. Mushies were probably dying by the millions. When would the insanity end?

“But I'm generous. If the thought of al those innocentsis not enough for you, | will make thisabit more
persond.”

| quickly turned.
Tom and Tartan still stood behind me. Still safe. Napoleon was facedown against the stone floor.

“Don't beridiculous,” he said. “1'd never be so crude asto dirty my handswith such direct intervention.
That would be most unelegant.”

W, sucking sounds came from behind me.
Tartan took astep back. The color had drained from her face and her eyeswereimpossibly large.
| turned.

The Nanomechanoid piles that had been Vlad, God, and Lucifer had congedled into one large puddle. It
was how pulling itself up from thefloor, forming into amassive body.

The body had no head.

CHAPTER 16
The Pearly Gates

“No more specid trestment for you,” said Colin Wood.

| barely heard him, al my attention being focused on the headless body that stood in front of me. Gray
and aily-looking, it shuddered, the convulsons splattering dropl ets across the flagstone floor and against
the thrones behind it. Asit teetered back and forth its feet turned dark and smooth, transforming
themsdvesinto polished |eather.

“Y ou won't be able to manipulate Heaven, not the way you did Hell,” said Wood.
| wasnt listening to him, but rather watching Napoleon's body.

There was no doubt about it. Even without ahead it stood nearly six feet tall. Except for the black riding
boots, everything else was pink satin and white lace. The body stood, with feet held gpart and balled
hands pressed to itswai <.

It stepped forward.

| knew what it wanted, where it would be going. All that it needed wasits head. | wouldn't let it. If Colin
Wood could createit, then | could destroy it. Reaching out, | grabbed itsright arm.

"On your knees!"



| hit the floor, kneesfird. It had been a command, something that my body had had no choice but to
obey. | hadn't heard it with my ears, or even with my brain. I'd been commanded on acdlular leve.

| couldn't move.

Tartan back-stepped, staring wide-eyed at the advancing body. But Tom stood his ground, aboot il
perched on Napoleon's head. | wanted to warn him, tried to will my mouth to open, but | couldntt.

The body reached out, itsright hand brushing against Tom's chest. He flew through the air, propelled by
his own twitching legs. He hit the flagstone floor face-first and did to astop, leaving behind him abloody
streak.

“Perhaps | neglected afew details,” said Colin Wood.
Move!

| screamed it, but my body simply wouldn't respond. | knegled, staring at the headless body bending
down, picking up Napoleon's head. With a squishing sound, it pressed it onto its neck. Napoleon's eyes
squinted, and the pale yellow skin where his mouth had once been began to bulge and twist. Lips
suddenly ripped through the skin, looking like worms burrowing out of the mud.

“I thought it only fair that snce you once had Nanomechanoid control over your environment, including
those within it, that Napoleon should be returned the courtesy.”

Napoleon stuck out a pink tongue and licked hislips. He glanced at me and then, leaning back, stared up
at thevaulted cathedra celling. There had been something morein his eyesthan their usua anima-like
intengity. There had been a desperateness, a hunger.

“l am God!” he screamed.
Hiswords echoed throughout the cathedral.

He dowly lowered hishead. “| understand now,” he said. Reaching out toward me he turned his gloved
hands over, palms up. The white gloves quickly disintegrated. He smiled, then turned his hands toward
me.

Therewere no bar codes. Not even a John Smith construct could remove them, short of removing the
hands themsdlves. Wood had given him powersthat not even | had once had.

“It'sadways been me!” He turned his hands back and stared at them, asif hypnotized. “Only | can see
withinme,” hesaid in awhisper.

Napoleon was insane. He'd been bent before, a sadistic sociopath and a pervert al rolled into one, but
he'd been essentialy rationa. No longer. Hed seen too much, had too many of his cherished notions of
the world, destroyed. Learning that there'd been no God, just an egomaniacal computer program being
manipulated by an old man, had probably snapped what tenuous hold held had on redlity.

Heturned.
Tartan sood a dozen feet away from him.
Run! | slently screamed.

Tartan didn't move. She looked like arabbit, frozen in the headlight glare of an oncoming
eighteen-wheder.



“Siger!” he screamed.
Her neck twitched in quick, tight little spasms, causing her head to jerk back and forth. She didn't blink.

Heturned away from me and toward her. With his clenched hands at his sides he dowly uncurled his
fingers, oneat atime.

“It's been years, dear sster.”

| continued to kned. | wanted to fight what was holding me, but there was nothing to hit at, nothing to
drain againd. | wasfloating.

Napoleon walked forward, covering the space between them quickly. She disappeared from view, only
her shinsand feet visble. Her right foot dgpped againgt the flagstone floor, spasming, her toes curling
back.

Fabric tore.

Hetossed Tartan's fur bikini over his shoulder, the skins landing only centimetersin front of me.
"No!"

No one could hear me. No one could help.

Tartan'sfeet rose up from the floor, hanging nearly limp, kicking feebly at Napoleon's knees. Satin and
lace dissolved, flowing into Napoleon, nothing remaining of his clothing except for hisriding boots.

Therewasacry, likethat of astrangled kitten.

Tartan's feet shuddered, and the top of her head appeared over Napoleon's right shoulder. | could see
her eyes. | wanted to close mine, or look away, but | couldn't, my body smply refused.

There were no tearsin her eyes, no terror, no hate; absolutely nothing. They were blank and deed,
unfocused and dull. Her head jerked up and down, her long blond hair whipping back and forth, covering
her face.

The muscles across Napoleon's back quivered as his ass pumped in and out. He breathed deep and
quick, panting, sounding like aracehorse pounding acrossthefinish line.

Through stringy blond hair Tartan's dead eyes continued to stare at me.

Thiswas Colin Wood's doing. Napoleon was an insane animal, something that deserved to be destroyed,
but even more he was Wood's creation, the real respongibility for his existence being Wood's. It was
Wood, just as much as Napoleon, who stood in the cathedrd, raping Tartan.

Wood would die.
By my hand.
Sowly.

Tearsfindly filled my eyes, spilling out, running down my cheeks. Apparently that was the only response
| was alowed. | continued to stare, feeling abit of mysdlf harden and die with each of Napoleon's
animd-likethrugs.



Movement.

Like myself, Tom had been frozen. He was lying face down on the flagstone floor, agrowing pool of
blood surrounding his head. But he had moved.

His hand.

It crept across flagstones, nails biting into rock, dragging hisarm aong behind it. Hisbody shook, rattling,
asif some high-frequency shock wave ran through it. The toes of his boots scraped against the floor.
Sowly, so dowly that it was barely detectable, his head turned, as his broken, pulverized nose ground
agang stone. Every musclein hisface twitched, his eyelidsflickered, and his spasming teeth gnawed a
hislips.

Pain radiated from him. There was a molten intensity about it that beat at me, tore at me. He had found a
way around whatever block Napoleon had put on us. But that way was costing him, probably killing him.
He pushed himsdlf up off thefloor. | could hear bones snap.

When Chrigt and Ned were killed Tom hadn't made the dightest move to help, to stop the insanity, but
now hewaswillingly tearing himsdlf gpart to try to help Tartan. And | think | knew why. He had known
the purpose of those deaths. He had known that they would bring back my old memories and make me
whole again. Hed sacrificed them for me, so | in turn could stop the insanity that had filled the world.
He'd gambled those lives againgt thousands, possibly millions, that he thought | could save.

It was abet hed lost.
And heknew it.

When Napoleon was done with Tartan held be coming for us. | knew it, and so did Tom. But Tom
wasn't going to go down without afight.

He stood.

Blood ran down hisface, and from his ears. Reaching up a shaking hand toward hisright eye, he grabbed
onto the nearly closed and flickering eydid.

Heripped at it.
A dtrip of bloody skin hit thefloor.

He hdld his shaking hand up to hiseye, pressng hisfingersinto it, holding back the flow of blood. He
turned, staggering forward, dragging adead and gtiff |eft leg and peering through hislidiesseye.

Napoleon continued to pump, machine-like, thrusting Tartan up and down. Blood ran down her legs and
dripped from her toes, gathering in apooal that had formed beneath her.

Tom crept up behind them. He stood tall, and dropped his hand from his bleeding face. He clasped his
hands together, asif to pray, but instead made a double-handed fist. Then, pulling hisarms back over his
right shoulder asif getting ready to swing abat, he struck Napoleon in the side of the neck.

Napoleon staggered, sidestepping, and dropped Tartan.
Tom crumpled to thefloor.

Satin and lace flowed up through Napoleon's skin.



Heturned.

Hisface was gone. There were no eyes, no nose, no mouth, not even ears. There was nothing but
smooth, pale skin.

"You touch God?" he screamed, the voice seeming to vibrate through hisfeaturelessface.

Tom couldn't answer. Helay on hisside, twitching and shaking, covered in blood, as hisback dowly
doubled over backward, the sound of snapping bones echoing through the cathedrd. His own
nanomechanoids, now under Napoleon's control, were ripping him apart.

Napoleon reached down and grabbed Tom by the throat. He pulled him up and held him out, then shook
him like abundle of rags.

"Stop!" | begged, the word rattling inside of my head.
“Y ou have no soul!” roared Napoleon. “Y ou are a thing, an abomination. Y ou offend me!”
Tom stopped shaking.

He did through Napoleon'sfingers, hitting the floor with awet-sounding smack. He disintegrated, turning
into aliquid that was sucked down into the cracks and crevices of the flagstone floor.

Tom was gone.

| collgpsed within mysdlf, but my il siff body held me up. | sared, but saw nothing. | floated away,
drifting into mysdf.

"Smith!"

My brain blinked.

Fingerslocked around my face, tilting my head back.

| stared up at Napoleon.

"I choose the time and the place when you will no longer exist.”

Hetwisted my neck so that | looked toward Tartan. She had wrapped herself into afetal position, her
face pressed into her knees, blood-stained blond hair plastered over her.

“l dowhat | please, when | please.”

He paused, hisfingers pressing against my jaw, pushing through the skin, bruising meto the bone.
“Because | have control.”

Again he snapped my head back.

“No oneownsme. | am not athing like you, athing built with tampered genes and hardwired responses.
| am not athing owned by corporations, to be poked and prodded at, turned on and off, stored in cryo
when not needed and then popped and thawed when killing is required. That never happened to me.
Never because | am God.”

| would have thought his face incapable of expression without eyes, nose, or mouth, but | could seethe
pain and the fear in quivering jaw muscles and the wrinkled forehead.



“They thought they knew me. They thought, they'd programmed me. But | fooled them dl.” Bending his
own head back, he stared sightlessly up at the stained-glass windows and stone arches. “I knew they
werethere, behind the mirrors, listening to my dreams, tampering with my soul. They wouldn't let mebe a

He bent his head back down.
“So | became agod, the God.”

Inmy mind I could see Tartan curled into abdl, what was |eft of Tom dribbling into cracks and crevices,
Elviswith an ax in his back, and the red mist that hung in front of Robin Hood's cave. Aningtant ago |
had not merely wanted Napoleon dead. | had wanted to pedl his skin, to cut him down centimeter by
centimeter. | wanted it to last for days.

No longer.

| still wanted him dead, but | wanted it to be clean and painless. He was a deranged animd that needed
to bekilled, that had to bekilled, but not tortured.

Thetorturing had aready been done—years of torturing far worse than anything | could ever devise.
Geneticaly altered, dl control of himself taken away, treeted asa thing, a device to be used and
programmed, he had become athing. | didn't know exactly what had been doneto him in theworld
before the Bug had been let loose, but | had seen the results. In that world there must have been only one
thing that he had thought he could control, and that had been Tartan. Napoleon was a symptom of an
insane world, no more responsible for himsdf than the Bug was responsible for the death and chaosiit
had caused.

“Y our timeisn't now, Smith,” he said, shaking my head for emphasis. “Not until | Sitin Heaven, with my
dear sgter by my sde, will it be your time. I'm treating you with respect, Smith, honoring you by letting
you bethe firg to die when Heaven once again becomes mine.”

He twisted my head, again pointing me toward Tartan, then let go of my chin and walked toward her.
Reaching down and picking her up by the legs, he dung her over hisback asif she were adab of mest.
He walked toward the far end of the cathedral.

“Youll follow me, Smith.” He shook Tartan, her head bouncing up and down as her long, blood-stained
hair dragged acrossthefloor. “ All of you who are not gods must listen to those voicesin your heads,
Smith. | know your voice, | can hear it. Y ou want my sister. Y ou want to protect her. A devicelike
yoursdlf has no choice but to obey the voices.”

He stood at the far end of the cathedral.
“I'll seeyou in Heaven, Smith.”

My body collapsed, hitting the sonefloor.
The darkness was warm.

“Smith.”

| opened my eyes.

Far above me, in blues, reds, and greens, a stained-glass saint stared down. With a crucifix in one hand
and aslver halo over hishead, he smiled serendly.



“Smith.”

| rolled over. The cathedral was deserted. All that remained of what had occurred was along trail of
blood that ran toward the far door, and an oily-looking dick where Tom had been killed.

Where Tom had been killed.

| sat.

“We haveto tak, Smith,” said Colin Wood.

“Fuck yoursdf,” | said, quietly, dowly, never in my life having said those words so sincerely.

“Interesting concept,” he said. “However, from an anatomical perspective arather remote probability,
when one consdersthe nomina dimensionsof our equipment.”

| ran ahand across my face. | wanted no more of this; in fact, could stand no more of this.

“It'ssmple, Smith,” he said. “I'm bored. The world has been mine for four years, and I'm bored by it.
No one challenges me, no one who's been worthy hastried to take it from me. I've brought you here so
you can try to take me down.”

“No,” | said. It wasassmple asthat. Theinsanity would end if | refused to participateinit.

“Think, Smith. The Speed Limit isdown to zero. Millionswill be killed. But if that's not enough, think
about Tartan. Y ou've seen what Napoleon is capable of. Y ou can't |et that continue. | know you. | know
you can't just St there, knowing what is happening without trying to stop it.”

“Wrong.”

“I'mnot,” said Wood. “Y ou have to play my game, you haveto try to stop me, and right al the wrongs
of this cruel and twisted world. Y ou have no choice. Napoleon wasright. We dl have voicesin our
heads,

voiceswe mugt listen to, voices we must obey.”

“I won't play your game.”

“You haveto!”

Therewas panic in hisvoice. I'd touched something.

“Y ou'veforgotten, old man!” | said, shouting up at the stained-glass saint. “I'll play any game, anytime
and anywhere, but only if thereisa chance of winning. Thereisno chance here. Y ou change therulesto
suit you. Thisisyour game, and by itsvery definition you can't lose. Y ou've turned into a gutless old man.
What's happened in the century between us that's made you so frightened, so insecure, that you can't
play agamein which you might actudly stand even the remotest possibility of losng?’

Silence.

“Youdisgust me” | said. “Thefact that youre amora degenerate, with no sense of right and wrong, a
sociopath without compassion and feding, makes me pity you. But the thing that makes me hate you, the
thing that | know makes you hate yoursdlf, isthat you've turned gutless. Y ou can't take arisk. Y ou may
think you've won, but you haven't. If there's no chance of losing then there's no chance of winning. Y ou
knew that once, long ago.” | couldn't quite believe that | could ever change so much asto become



someone like him. The only thing that made life worth living was knowing that the possibility of losing
exised.

Laughter drifted through the cathedrd.

“You'regood, boy,” hesaid. “Y ou're everything | remember, and even more. These last four days have
produced more than | had hoped. Of course you're right. | know that you can't win without taking a
chance of losing. But I've been waiting, wanting to make certain that | faced an adversary that was worth
losing to. Popping you from the labs, and bringing you directly here, would have been meaningless. |
would have known that John Smith, known his thoughts, known his responses. There would have been
no chance of losing to that John Smith. But you're no longer him. The four days have changed you, turned
you into something that | no longer quite know. It's given you an edge, boy. It'swhat I'd hoped for, it's
what I'd planned on.”

“I'm four days removed from your memories of me, while you're eighty-six years removed from my
memories,” | sad.

Agan helaughed.

“Not fair, isit?’ hesad. “But you know the universe—it's never fair. Redlity'sabitch. Y ou plunk your
quarter down, and take your shot. There's no guarantee.”

“None?’ | asked.

“Jugt thisone, boy. And I'm giving it to you because | like you. Thisgameisonethat you can win. You
can stop me, siop me cold. Y ou can fry my ass, and scatter the ashes. The probability isaremote one,
but ared one. That | can guarantee.”

| believed him. | had no real reason to believe him, but | smply did. There was a century between us, yet
| was certain that afaint echo of mysdlf il existed within him. If that wastrue, then this must be agame
that he could lose.

“Rules?’ | asked.

“None,” he answered quickly.

| had expected as much. “Requirements for winning the game?’
“That | ceaseto exist inthisworld,” he said.

“Reward for winning the game?’

“Threefold,” he said. “The Speed Limit will be removed, Napoleon will get his grapho-titanate skull
vaporized, and you will control Heaven, Hell, and Thor.”

“Pendty for losng?’ | asked, certain of the answer.
“Eternity in Heaven,” he sad.

That was not the answer | had expected, but it didn't change my mind. There was only one way to win,
and that was by playing. | stood. “Youreon,” | said.

Helaughed. “Naturaly. | would have expected nothing less. The game Starts a the Pearly Gates.”
The doors at the far end of the cathedral opened, shafts of bright light filtering in. | walked toward the



light.

It both felt and smelled like wading through whipped egg whites that had long ago turned rancid. They
must have once been white and fluffy but now had abrown and stiff crust, while theinsdes were tinted
green, looking like something that might ooze out of a gangrenous wound.

Thiswas the entrance to Heaven.

Napoleon had come thisway, and had transformed it. In the putrid fluff that came up to my knees| could
fed the Nanomechanoids within it, even touch them. | knew what they were doing, but | couldn't
command them. Codes had been changed. Wood hadn't lied. Napoleon now had control.

| had walked miles. There was blue sky above and egg whites below. But it was not arandom walk, it
was directed. | followed the iff bodies. They dl stood till, asif rooted. They might have been dead, or
they might just have been deeping. | couldn't quitetell. There were old men in striped boxer shorts, kids
that had been eating hot dogs, women clutching handbags, and even afew dogs—mostly German
Shepherds but afew dachshunds, with only their stubby, pointy tails risng above the rotting clouds. All of
their faces were gone, nothing left but smooth skin or unbroken fur. They stood next to avelvet rope, the
type that marked off the line at the bank when you were waiting for the next availabletdler. But unlike
the one at the bank this one was magically suspended about a meter above the cloud tops, with nothing

supporting it.
| knew where that velvet rope would lead.

The horizon wasimpossibly close. One moment there had been nothing but the expanse of clouds, then
suddenly awall appeared, seeming to explode upward. It was made up of pearl bars, dender and
straight, spaced about a haf-meter gpart and rising up twenty meters.

Black Pearl.

The bars seemed to et the light, even suck down the warmth. A cold wind tugged a me, pulling me
forward. As| neared it, what | had thought were white-marbled angels adorning the top of each bar
became real angels of flesh, feather, and bone. Their wings best feebly. Each one was skewered through
the gut, hanging from the top of abar. Black blood covered their gossamer white robes. It was that black
blood that had stained the once-white pearl bars.

Napoleon definitely had comethisway.
| walked to the head of theline.

The Pearly Gate had once been an arch of white marble, inlaid with gold and pearl, rising up a hundred
meters. It now lay crumbled and splintered, the large chunks having filled the entrance to Heaven.

“Name?”’
| turned.

He sat on an outcropping of shattered marble. Only one wing remained and it was crushed and broken.

It lay in the clouds, dowly disintegrating, with the cold wind pulling the feethers fromit. Red blood stained
hisrobe. A deep, ragged cut that spurt out blood ran across histhroat. He clutched a staff in both hands,
using it for support, trying to pull himself up but collapsing back to the marble dab. The staff was made of
purewhite pearl and it glistened, seeming to shine from someinternd light.

“Name,” hesaid in awhisper, the words not so much coming from his mouth as bubbling up from the



dashin histhroat.

“John Smith,” | said without hesitation. Four days ago | might have been Colin Wood, but not today.
Colin Wood was alifetime away—allifetime that would never be mine.

Theange smiled, someinvisible spotlight seeming to hit hisface.
“l am Gabrid,” he said.

That hardly surprised me.

“Do you wish to pass?’ he asked.

| nodded.

“You must bejudged,” he said.

Thiswas a Sunday School-induced fantasy pure and smple, generated by Wood and then twisted by
Napoleon.

Again | nodded. | was certain that abook would somehow materialize in his hands, a book that would
list al my deeds, both good and bad—a sort of lifetime spread sheet.

Heraised hisright hand, palm out toward me. There was no bar code, actualy not even ahand, just a
mirror. He held it up to my face.

My handsjerked up in responseto what | saw. My fingers felt the smooth skin. There were no eyes, no
mouth, no nose, no ears. | had absolutely no ideahow | could even be seeing that reflection in the
mirror.

“What do you see within yoursdf?' he asked.

| looked within. | saw John Smith. | saw the people of the past four days. | saw the pain and | saw the
miracles. | saw Joan transformed to ash, and Tom offering me his canteen. | saw Tartan, her battle-ax
held high, while Christ lunged with his spear and Anna gently rubbed my leg. | saw lasagna, bubbly and
hot, superimposed over Necro Ned chewing arat. | saw Elvis puffing on acigar, and Joe'slips moving
as heread hisbook. | saw chrome-and-glass towers that reached the sky, walls of spun diamond,
exploding castles, magnetically levitated trains, ears encapsulated in clear plastic, burnt fur and red meat
filling a pendulum pit, and even curly-white Santa Claus beards. | saw God and Lucifer flow to thefloor,
and Colin Wood'simposter transformed to charcoa by the lightning that erupted from Vlad's black eyes.
| saw Napoleon standing naked beneath the stone-and-glass ceilings of Notre Dame. | saw it dll.

My eyes blinked.
| looked into the mirror.

My face was back. But it wasn't quite my face. All the features were there, everything just asit had been,
but something was different, something had changed. It was the eyes. Looking within those eyes, | could
see everything that they'd seen. Theimages echoed within me.

“Y ou may enter,” whispered Gabridl.

Helowered hishand and | walked forward, stepping up to and starting to climb over the rubble that had
been the Pearly Gates. | wondered, just briefly, what Napoleon had seen when he had looked within
himsdlf. | wasglad that | didn't know.



CHAPTER 17
Coalin Junior in Bruinland

The experience of Claremont High, and the Chrissmas Mdl from Hell, had taken place indgde of buildings,
asort of salf-contained fantasy. Heaven however, was a different, much more expansive and grander
place, onethat didn't seem to have any boundaries at all.

| stood at the intersection of Westwood Boulevard and LeConte, looking south into Westwood Village.
The only movement wasthe yellow flash of traffic lights. That was al. Cars sat empty and dead, coated
with dust, their tires cracked and flat. No one was on the streets. There were no linesfor the movie
theaters, no one panhandling, no skateboarders, no scent of burning falafel or frying burgers, not even the
continuous belching of diesdl buses. The stores were closed, their windows coated with dirt and grime.
Theair hung stagnant and smelled musty. Even the sky looked dirty gray. There were no planes, no
birds, no wail of distant sirens. The city was dead and abandoned.

Mogt of it, that is. | turned.
UCLA wasin front of me—covered in adome.

Within that dome people moved up the sidewalks, many running across the street, dodging the moving
cars, shouting and laughing. An ambulance roared up Westwood Boulevard, screeching to ahalt in front
of the Med Center, paramedics hopping out and pulling a stretcher from the back. Trees swayed in the
breeze, birdsflew, and horns blared. The entire place pulsed with life.

| walked across the intersection, kicking yellowed newspapers and dried weeds out of my way. | knew
UCLA well. It had esten nine years of my remembered life, from freshman year through getting my Ph.D.
It had aso eaten nine years of Colin Wood'slife.

Standing in front of the dome, | watched a second ambulance roar up to the Med Center just asthe first
pulled away, racing back up toward the campus. From this ambulance, beneath amostly white shest,
something bloody was pulled out.

That bloody sheet told me that Napoleon was somewhere on campus.
Reaching out, | touched the dome.

The Nanomechanoids within it tasted me. | couldn't talk to them, couldn't redlly touch them, but | could
sense them. They were checking my DNA, seeing if | wasto be permitted entrance.

My hand suddenly sank through the dome, popping through to the other side. | stepped forward, It was
likewaking into awall of warm jello. Holding my breeth and closing my eyes, | pushed through, feding
thewal suck and cling at me.

| breathed.

The scent of eucalyptus hung heavy inthe air. The sky was blue and the air warm, but the sea breeze that
blew in from what would have been Santa Monica, had this not been some fantasy madered in the
Mojave desart, was cool and refreshing. Turning, | looked back at the dome. | couldn't seeit, but
reaching forward | could fed it. Invisible, it felt cold and deed, like polished quartz. Beyondit, al of
Westwood was dive, It was some sort of illusion or projection. Just how much of thiswasa
Nanomechanoid-generated fantasy, and how much was aholographic image, | had no way of knowing.
What | did know, however, wasthat | could die here. That made it more than real enough.



“Hey, Wood.”

| turned, ready to strike out.

“Relax.”

He sat on the curb. But he wasn't just some random “he.” He looked like ayounger version of myself.

| didn't relax. Something had just become glaringly apparent, something that should have been obviousto
metheingtant | had learned what | was: If | could exit, then any number of versions of mysaf could dso
exis.

“The nameis John Smith,” | said.

“Whatever turnsyou on,” he said as he leaned back, looking up a me. “I couldn't redly giveadamn
what you cal yoursdlf. What | want, and want badly, are answers.”

| stared & him, seeing the way his eyebrows arched and the way he pulled at hislower lip, and how he
squinted as helooked a me. The mannerisms were mine. But there were differences, and not just the
physica onesof being severa years younger than mysdlf. His chin was cleft, and | could see ahint of
dimplesin hischeeks. His hair was perfect and well mannered. There was no cowlick, and that patch of
hair that would hang into my left eye was neatly combed back. He both was me and wasn't me.

“ Answers don't mean much,” | said.

He smiled and nodded his head. The dimples grew deep. He spread open his cupped hands, revealing a
popsicle stick. Its end was stained with chocolate. That Fudge Pop stick was dl the proof | really
needed. He tossed the stick into the street.

“Thenyou are me,” hesad. “Answers are bull-shit. They aways have been. The only thing that redly
matters are the questions.”

| felt my own head nod. It had been a pet peeve of mine—of ours—everyone's quest for answers. I'd
always thought that was going about things ass-backwards. Questions were what mattered. If you asked
theright questions, answers became sdlf-evident—actudly rather trivial. Everything wasin the
formulation of the question. | knew that, and gpparently so did he. This confirmed what the Fudge Pop
stick had already told me.

“How old areyou?’ he asked.

“Thirty-four.”

Again hiseyebrows arched. “I'm twenty-one. It's Friday, May 27, 1977.”
| felt my eyebrows arch.

“And it'sbeen that day for every sngle day now for the last four years.”

| could handle having a conversation with ayounger version of myself that was convinced hewasin
1977, but | had no idea of what he meant by saying that it had been the same day for thelast four years.
Was heinsane?

“Details” | said.

“OnMay 27, 1977, | went to bed. The next morning, it was Friday again. The newspapers said it, and



the TV sadit. Everything around me said it. The day repested itsalf, and | was conscious of the repest. |
walked through most of that day like | wasan actor inaplay. | didn't et on that | knew what was about
to happen, certain that 1'd be tossed into arubber room if | did. That wasthe day that Albright gave that
late midterm in Quantum.”

| actualy remembered that—two weeks before finals and Albright was giving midterms. | dways
remembered exams, the most painful ones having been etched permanently into my brain. That one had
been ared bastard, with athree-dimensiona Schrodinger equation with impossible boundary conditions.
| completely blew it on the test, and had spent hours later that night figuring out how to solveiit.

“Thefirg timel took it,” hesaid, “I figured | might have gotten an eighty, elghty-five max. Therewasthis
weird problem with pathologica boundary conditionsthat | choked on.”

A shiver ran down my back. He was a flesh-and-bone echo.

“But that day | knew the answer, having figured it out the night before. That was what finally freaked me.
| never finished thetest. | walked out, actudly ran out, and hid in my dorm room. The next day it was
Friday again. Needlessto say, | stopped going to class. Quantum tests seem to losejust a bit of their
relevance when you redlize that you're dead. Now and again though, | do stop in to take that tet, just for
old times sake”

Thewail of asiren caught my attention. | looked up the street. Another ambulance was pulling up to the
Med Center. That would just have to wait for afew more minutes. First | needed to know just how much
he knew.

“What makes you think that you're dead?’ | asked.
He smiled with my smile, and held up two fingers.

“I figured that there were only two viable options. Thefirst wasthat I'm insane, and that dl of thisisjust
going on insgde of my head,” he said as he tapped the side of hishead. “Either that, or I'm dead and this
isHeaven.”

Three days ago | had questioned my sanity when | found mysalf thrust into thisworld.

“But theinsane option just didn't cut it,” he said. “If | was nuts and none of thiswasred, then thered be
absolutely nothing | could do about it. That was a no-win scenario, so | opted for the second—I was
dead, and in Heaven.”

It was frightening to hear and watch him. | was seeing mysdlf. Hisargument againgt consdering himsalf
insane was much like the one | had used. The thirteen yearsthat separated us did not seem al that great.

“ And what makes this Heaven?’ | asked.

Again he held up two fingers. Did | dways hold up fingers when making apoint? | didn't think so, but
couldn't be sure. It was obvioudy something unconscious, and reflexive. He lowered the first finger.

“Because | can do whatever | want here. The placeisdive, and | can control it.” He stamped his feet
againg the gutter.

He could access the Nanomechanoids. That would be useful, very useful.

“But it'smore than just control. Every day's the same for everyone here but me. One day I'll wake and
find I'm the captain of the football team, or perhaps the student body president.” He then smiled ady sort



of smile and passed ahand in front of the Bruin letterman'’s jacket that he wore. “ The girlslove me here.”

To atwenty-one-year-old version of myself, what he described might just seem like Heaven. When |
was at UCLA it had been a continual grind of classes, books, studies, tests, more books, and dways
moretests. It was something | regretted when I'd finaly gotten out of school, that I'd done little more than
pound the books. If | could have gone back, returned to UCLA, | might be doing something very smilar
to what he was doing.

He lowered his second finger.

“But the clincher was God. The second day here, as| was running across campus, trying to get some hint
asto what'd happened to me, | saw the pyramid.”

"Pyramid?" There had been no pyramid at the UCLA that | went to.

He nodded. “I1t was right smack in the middle of Dickson Plaza. It wasn't one of those smooth Egyptian
jobs, but an Aztec type with steep stone stairs. At the top was a huge stone dtar, and on the dtar sat the
oldest, most shriveled-up guy I'd ever seen.”

Colin Wood was a hundred and twenty years old.

“But | couldn't get near him or the pyramid. My body wouldn't let me. Whenever | got near my body
would turn itsdf around, just like when | get to the campus boundaries. | tried for months and findly gave
up. | seethe old guy from timeto time, lurking around the edges of buildings or hiding in the back of the
cafeteria. HE's God and He's keeping an eye on me.”

It had to be Wood. Thiswhole place might have been created so he could relive his“wasted youth"—
our wasted youth. He might be living vicarioudy through thisyounger incarnation, watching him do dl the
things held never had time for—all the things I'd never had timefor.

“Why were you waiting for me here?’ | asked.

Again he smiled. Histeeth were perfect, the lower ones even and straight. My lower teeth were
crowded, one poking dightly outward.

“I can amdll the things in here,” he said while pointing to the people walking down the street. “It'sa
subtle smdll, but after yearsthereésno mistaking it. It's not the smell of something dead, but the smell of
something that's never lived. They've got no souls. In my four years herethey've dl smelled like that, until
thismorning, until the two new ones showed up.”

Two.

“Onewas abig guy dressed up in satin and ruffles, and the other was a naked woman that he dragged
behind him. There wasreally nothing al that strange about them—I've created things that wereahell of a
lot weirder—but these two were real. They smdled dive” He pointed at me. “Just like you smdll. The
big guy isn't wrapped too tightly though, and ingststhat he's God. He's been splattering any student
stupid enough to dispute him.” He nodded toward another ambulance that was pulling up to the Med
Center. “1 figured that he might have gotten in here from somewhere outside, and if he had found away in
then there might just redlly be away out. So | backtracked him to here, trying to figure out how hegot in,
when dl of the sudden you just stepped out of nothing.”

He stood and took a step toward me. He was two or three inches taller than me.

“What's happened to me?’



A dranger might not have been ableto interpret the look on hisface, but | was certainly no stranger. It
was a controlled look, amask of curiosity, but that was just the mask. It hid anger beneath it. He knew
that he wasn't dead and that this wasn't really Heaven. I'm certain that he had actualy known that &l
along, but just hadn't been ableto find any other answer by himself. I'd changed all that.

And | couldn't tell him thetruth. | couldn't tell him that he was a congtruct, with the partiad memories of
the old man held seen lurking around campus. | couldn't tell him that he had existed merely as a plaything.
Hed eventualy be able to handle that—I knew he could, just as| had—but not now, not in the time that
was available. At any moment Colin Wood, the original Colin Wood, might make his appearance and
try to fry my ass, or his demented creation Napoleon might try to finish me off. Right now the truth was a
luxury | couldn't afford. | knew thisyounger version of myself. | knew the sory to tell, the story that
would make him believe, make him help me.

“I'm not sureif you're going to be able to understand what 1'm going to tell you, and evenif youdol|
doubt that you'll believeit.”

Hisjaw clenched, the musclesin his cheeks twitching. The response was just what I'd hoped for. At
twenty-one | was an arrogant son of abitch, certain that nothing was beyond my understanding. HEd
do everything he could now to make himself believe that what | was about to tell him wasthetruth, just
to prove to me nothing was beyond his understanding. The years between us had made me abit less

gullible. I hoped so, anyway.

“On May 27, 1977, you were abducted by an alien race.” As stupid asthat sounded | kept astraight,
serious face. In my undergrad days | had had asingle vice: sciencefiction. | read two or three books a
week. It acted as an escape valve, something to take me away for afew hoursfrom the grind and
pressure. Hismind wasripefor anidealikethis. It would put him right in the middle of one of those
books, right where he dways imagined himself to be when he read them. HEd want to believethis.

Helooked up and down the street, asif seeing it for thefirgt time.
“Why?" he asked, trying to sound suspicious and skeptica, but | could tell that he wanted to believeit.
“Ated”

His head nodded, almost imperceptibly. In the books he'd read diens were dways doing that. They'd
abduct ahuman, stick him in some insane environment, and then see if he could figure it out and escape.
If you won the human race would be let into some galactic federation, whileif you logt it was turned into
people-chow for the protein-starved citizens of Betelgeuse 12. He knew this storyline by heart.

“Y ou will escapethis place, but it won't end there. Thisisjust the starting place.” | looked up toward the
sky and pointed upward. “I1t will continue out there.”

Hiseyessquinted. “ Timetrave isimpossble,” hesad.

He'd bought it. Within the framework of the story | wastelling, that would be the only explanation for
mysdlf. | was an older version of him, having come back through timein order to help him. | waved a
hand in front of myself and then tapped afinger againgt my forehead. “It'salittle hard to argue with flesh
and bone,” | said. “Just because your science doesn't dlow something like timetravel, doesn't mean that
amore advanced science doesn't.”

Hiseyes dill squinted, while | continued to point a him.

“Y our science can't even explain this place, can't explain how you can talk to your environment and



make it do whatever you want. Y ou can't explain how you've changed and improved yoursdlf.”
Reaching up, he touched his cleft chin. | had him.

“I'm here to help you escape, just as | was helped to escape from here years ago.”

Helooked suspicious. “Aninfinite loop,” he said.

| dowly smiled, whilefurioudy dreaming up an explanation. He might be gullible, but he wasn't gupid. He
redized that if | had come from the future he would eventualy be making the same trip. And what that
meant was that | should know exactly what was happening hereat UCLA, since years ago | should have
been rescued by an older verson of mysdif.

“Itsaninfiniteloop, endlessy cyclica but never repeating,” | said. “ The universeisn't built that way. With
each return we come back to anew universe, created by the very action of our coming back. Thisisnot
my UCLA.” Likeany lie, thisone was starting to get overly complex

Again he nodded.

“Bottom lineisthis,” | said. “Y ou haveto get out, and I'm hereto help. The problem istwofold.” | held
up two fingers, conscious of it only after | saw him stare at them then quickly glance back at hisown
hand. “ There are two people standing in both our ways of escaping this place. Napoleon, and the old
man you've seen.” | lowered my fingers.

"Napoleon?" he asked.

| could dmost read the questions going through his head. The man he'd seen had stood six and ahalf feet
tal.

“Heamply believesthat he's Ngpoleon. He'sinsane, and being used by the dliens, but he's definitely not
someone to be underestimated. He's got the power to control this place just asyou have.”

He blinked. | could sense that he was nearing the point of data overload. But there wasjust one more
point, one more thing that was needed to push him into total belief.

“He's kidnapped my wife. That's the naked woman you saw.”
"Wife?" he asked in awhisper.

“My wife, and possibly someday your wife,” | said. That should kick him over the edge. | knew it would
have kicked me over the edge if I'd heard that when | was twenty-one. "We haveto save her.”

Hisface seemed to glow. To him this had suddenly become something much more dluring than even the
Heaven that Colin Wood had created for him. It was an adventure, something right out of the books he
devoured. And hewould play the hero, vanquishing evil and saving the damsdl in distress, the damsdl
who would someday become hiswife.

What | didn't tell him was that the progpects of our surviving this adventure were practically nonexistent.
It would beamiracleif we didn't get killed.

“ldeas?’ | asked him. He knew this place asit was now, asit had probably been changed over the past
four years. Before | ran off blind, in dl likelihood faling straight into atrap, | needed an edge, something
that Colin Wood and Napoleon would not expect me to possess. That edge would have to come from
Colin Wood, Junior.



“I've got somewegpons,” he said enthusiasticaly.

My stomach knotted itsdlf. | redlized that he didn't have any real ideawhat we were dedling with. What
could atwenty-one-year-old version of mysdf, trapped in 1977 UCLA, havein the way of weapons,
that could hurt either Napoleon or Colin Wood?

“What arethey?’ | asked, certain now that my only edge would have to come from his ability to control
the Nanomechanoids. At best he might have apistal, or acouple of javelinsthat hed lifted from the track
team. 1'd have to help him use the Nanomechanoids to creste something more powerful.

“I've got two hand-held railgunsthat will throw a hundred-gram teflotungsten dug a amuzzle velocity of
fifteen kilometers per second.”

| blinked—at least three times, possibly four. What he described wasimpossible. If the dugs were
aerodynamically sound and you aimed them straight above you, they would probably never come down.
The muzzle velocity was greater than Earth's escape velocity. But that was only aminor point of
amazement. The kick from such awesapon would drive the user metersinto solid granite, and the power
required probably couldn't be supplied by anything short of asmall nuclear blast.

“Do you want to seethem?’ he asked.
| couldn't even manage ablink.
Thiswaswrong.

| looked through the lab window, past the parking structure and out toward the dorms. I'd seen thisview
countlesstimes. My lab had been in thisroom, 7835 Boelter Hall. But that had not been until the summer
of 1978. This Colin Wood should have had no knowledge of what would cometo passin 1978.

| turned around.

The room itsdlf was familiar—the chipped paint, the water-stained acoustic tiles—but that was al that
wasfamiliar. Therest of the lab was as unfathomable as Tartan's [ab back at the observatory had been. It
looked like aplasmafusion lab, full of vacuum vessals and magnetic coilsthat dmost scraped the ten-foot
caling aboveme. | knew practicaly nothing about plasmaphysics.

Colin Junior had his back to me as he unlocked a massive stedl-gray cabinet.

“I'veisolated the matrix of thisroom, so it doesn't recycleitsalf every day, reverting back to May 27. It's
about the max volume | can hold onto. I'vetried holding on to larger parts of campus, but they just snap
back.”

He swung open the cabinet drawer, turned quickly, and tossed something toward me.
| caught it. It was a paperback, worn and dog-eared.
"The High Frontier by Gerad O'Nell,” hesaid. “ That'swhere | got the ideafor the railgun.”

| turned the book over in my hand. Thiswas my book. | must have read it half adozen times. The
concept of space colonies, and al the hardware that they required, had fascinated me. But it had been
the“massdriver,” atype of magneticaly levitated dingshot, that had really grabbed my attention. | had
even toyed with the idea of making one, wondering if | could build aredly smple model. But I'd had no
time, | wasfar too busy working on my thess.



My thesis.
That would have made it at least 1980.

The room was warm, the pumps and el ectromagnets dumping waste heat, but | was shivering. | flipped
open the book, going to the copyright page. The print date was 1981—four years past the date that
Colin Junior said it was. Thisbook should not have existed, | looked up, saw him wrestling with
something within the cabinet, and then looked back down at the book.

It fell from my hands.
The publication date had changed.
It now said 1975.

That book, let donethe origina hardcover, had not existed in 1975. O'Nell hadn't even written it then. |
knew that for afact. I'd made amistake, possibly afata mistake. 1'd taken this twenty-one-year-old
verson of Colin Wood at face vaue. I'd lied to him, but had stupidly believed that he had told me the
truth. He could in redlity be anything, or anyone, and he had let me know that. He hadn't had to show me
the book, or somehow make the publication date change. He wanted me to know that he hadn't been
telling the truth.

“Thisisit.”

| looked up, not even redlizing that | was staring down at the book on the floor. | didn't move toward
him.

He had what must have been hisrailgun held up to the side of hisface, staring through the sight. It was
amed at my head.

“I'm rather proud of this” he said.

This looked something like abazooka. It was ametallic-looking tube, about two meterslong, with a
handle and trigger mounted in the center of it. >From the base of the handle athick-twined cableran to
hiswait, disappearing into something about the size and shape of ashoebox. The whole thing looked
incredibly crude, asif it couldn't even shoot atennisball across the room.

But it was aimed a my head.

“It'srather ample,” he said. “ The main tube is a superconducting magnetic coil that has arep rate of
about atenth of amillisecond and is powered up from the charge stored on apair of counter-rotating
superconducting flywhedlsin the power pack.”

He was crazy.

My brain dipped into its caculator mode. For amuzzle vel ocity of fifteen kilometers per second, ina
tube of about ameter long, it meant that the dug had to be accelerated to about ten million gravities.
Nothing, absolutely nothing, could stand those accelerations. And even if it could, the power required
would be enormous. A hundred-gram sug moving at that velocity would mean that the power pack
would have to be able to pulse to a hundred billion watts. Impossible. The gun would tear itsdlf apart, but
only after the recoil would blow you through the back wall of the lab. And besides, there were no
superconducting elements that could handle that current load at room temperatures. Certainly nonein
1977, and none that | knew of in 1990.



But what about 20767
| took a step forward.

“It has one drawback,” he said. “| was able to develop the materias to handle the accel erations, and the
superconducting elements to take the current loads at room temperatures, but nothing could take the
recoil of afifteen-kilometer-per-second shot.”

| stopped moving. He seemed confident, far too confident.

“A solution aways exigts, though,” he said.

He squeezed the trigger before | could move. Hisreflexes were as quick as mine.
Ker-blam!

My earsrang, and | tried to see through asnowfall of plaster that had suddenly engulfed the room. |
didn't move though. He might fire again.

“Momentums must be matched. Whatever goes forward, must go backward,” he said.
The dust quickly settled.

Thewadl behind him was gone—aswell asthewall behind that wall. Dust was ill settling, but | knew
with tota certainly that walls, possibly kilometers away, were gone. | turned around dowly. The window
was blown out, long with achunk of thewall. In the distance, severa kilometers away, were the dorms.
Severd top floors of the nearest dorm had vanished. Red flameswere dready licking up the Sde of the
building.

“Tofireforward, you aso haveto fire backward. That'sthe first disadvantage. In addition, the
teflotungsten shot will ablate and spread out. Its effectivekill distanceis pretty much under ten
kilometers.”

| turned back.
Hed lowered the railgun, and held a second onein his hands.

“It'staken me nearly three yearsto charge up the power packs, practicaly draining everything that comes
into UCLA. They each have three shots.” He looked down at the one that he had just fired. “ Two shots
|eft for me.”

He held the other gun out toward me.

A million questions should have been going through my heed, ranging from the impossibility of the gun
itsdlf to who in the hell this Colin Wood Junior really was, but none of those was there. My head was
filled withanimage.

| saw Napoleon's grapho-titanate skull vaporizing under the impact of afifteen-kilometer-per-second
teflotungsten dug.

CHAPTER 18
Truth and Consequences



| hugged the red brick wall of Powdll Library.

Colin dunior stood in front of me, waving the barrel of hisrailgun at the students that ran by. Most were
burnt and torn, hardly any till possessing afull set of limbs.

“It looks like this Napoleon guy has put the fear of God into them,” he said, sounding extremely cheerful
just asayoung coed in ared swesater and blue jeans hobbled past us. She had no feet, and was running
on ankle stumps. She might not have been red, just a programmed entity, but the look on her face was
real enough. The pain might not have been redl, but the fear certainly was. Fear like that could not be
smulated.

Reaching out, | grabbed him by the arm and pulled him againgt the wall. | had questions, questions that
had to be answered before | faced either Wood or Napoleon.

“Who inthe hdll areyou?’ | asked.

He smiled, with the type of smile that probably melted female undergrads. He'd probably designed it to
produce just that effect.

“Coallin Wood,” he said.
“Circal977?" | asked, doing nothing to hide the cynicismin my voice.

He smiled even wider, his dimples degpening. “Well of course,” he said, trying to sound pained and hurt.
“How could | not be? Y our own story confirmsit. Wasn't it you who told me dl about these nasty diens
that kidnapped me, putting mein this puzzle, in order to seeif mankind isworthy enough to spread out to
the stars?’ The look on his face was one that you'd expect to seeif | had accused him of kicking his
grandmother down the sairs.

| shook my railgun a him. “Thiscan't exigt, notin 1977.”

“Of coursenot,” he said, till smiling. He tapped the side of his head. “It all makes sense to me now.
Over theyears, while I've been here, I've been hearing voices, seeing thingsthat | knew weren't there.
It's been the aliens who have been putting those thingsin my head.”

He had to be playing with me.

“They'vetold methings, shown methings. It must be part of thetest, seeing if my primitive brain can
comprehend their science. The voicestold me how to build the railguns, showed me how to develop the
components, and how to understand the science behind them. Surely you must remember dl this. Y ou
were here before, weren't you, standing in my shoes? Y ou haven't been lying to me, have you?’

| shook my head. “Of course not,” | said. I just wanted to see how much you knew.”

His smile turned into asmirk.

He was playingwith me.

He knew that I'd lied to him, and he knew | knew he waslying to me. But why? What was his game?
“lsn't it aout time that we saved our dear wife?’ he asked.

He smiled once again, but the dimples were gone. | couldn't read the expression on hisface. | was
looking at astranger, someone | had never seen before—someone that | would never want to see again.



Walking past him, then once again hugging the brick wall, | shoved my way past juniper bushes,
knocking back branches with the barrel of my railgun. | findly poked my head around the corner of the
building and

looked out across the quad.
Royce Hall.

Like Powd Library, it should have been built of red brick, cream-colored masonry, and cement
columns, and adorned with twin bell towers. It should have looked like something lifted from Venice or
Rome.

It didn't.

It looked like something from fifth or sixth-century England, something direct from King Arthur and the
Knights of the Round Table. Built of gold blocks and spird towers, adorned with flags snapping in the
breeze and surrounded by amoat that was breached by a silver drawbridge, it sat where Royce Hall
should have been.

But the castle was amogt anincidenta, invisible thing, compared to what lounged in front of it. It looked
like a green-scaled brontosaurus, with the wingspan of a 747. It lay curled in the quad, deeping, flame
legping in and out of its nostrilswith each breath it took.

A dragon.

Its scaled eyelids were closed, but | could seeits bowling bal-sized eyes rolling back and forth beneath
the thick green skin. It was dreaming. | was staring at a deeping dragon sprawled between Powell
Library and King Arthur's castle, and wondering just what in the hell adragon could possibly be
dreaming about.

But | didn't have to wonder for long.
| suddenly knew.
Dragons wanted one thing and one thing lone—virgins.

The ground beneath me rumbled, and dust and grit rained down from the side of Powdll Library. The
dragon tirred, but its eyeswere still closed. It rolled over, like some mutated and monstrous dog,
carefully folding itswings back, sticking itslong black legsinto the air, and twitching its taloned toes. With
asound like acrack of thunder it fell over, splintering eucalyptus trees that had gotten trapped in the path
of itsswishing tall.

Tartan.
Ingtincts screamed & me to run out into the quad, waving my railgun and atomizing anything that got in my

way. But | hugged the brick wall. | no longer had the luxury of listening to ingtincts, not here, and
especialy not with these people.

Tartan and Napoleon had been hidden behind the dragon. She hung limp from a crossthat looked asif it
had been splintered from asingle block of ruby. Her hands and feet weretied to it with gold ropes. She
was dressed in what looked like white silk. A sparkling tiara sat atop her tangled hair. Her head was bent
down, and | couldn't see her face.

To her right, Sitting on athrone that wasidentica to the central throne that had been in the Cathedra of



Notre Dame, sat Napoleon. He was dressed in a crushed blue velvet coat, white leather hip boots, a
ruffled silk shirt, and lavender tights. He still wore the Coke-bottle glasses, and a headset was draped
around his neck. Just above his head floated a golden halo.

“Binoculars” | said in awhisper, reaching ahand behind myself but not looking back, afraid that if | so
much as blinked Napoleon would command the dragon to attack Tartan.

And that'swhat thisinsane fantasy was dl about.

She wasthe virgin. That wasatruly sick joke, something that only Napoleon could possibly have
dreamed up.

From behind me there came wet, smacking noises, and | felt something warm and moist drop into my
hand. By thetime brought it around to my face it was solid, looking asthough it were made of pladtic,
aluminum, and glass. | held the binoculars up to my eyes. They purred gently, as some auto-focus device
telescoped the lenses.

Napoleon's face glowed, bathed by the ha o-generated light that came from above him. He did not blink
but stared forward, seeming to focus on something distant, something that probably wasn't even there,
Hisright cheek twitched. | scanned the quad, stopping when | cameto Tartan. Her head was till bent
down, but right at the top of her forehead, where her long hair parted, | could see ablack splotch.

C-22.

Napoleon might have gone totdly insane, but he wasn't stupid. | panned past her, further along the quad.
It was deserted, except for afew students hiding in bushes and behind trash cans. It was dl so familiar:
the buildings, the walkways, the trampled, muddy lawns, even the smog-blackened brass flagpolein the
center of the quad.

All familiar.
Almogt. | held the binoculars steady.
Palm fronds?

| lowered the binoculars. At the far end of the quad, down in Dickson Plaza, sat a chunk of Mexican
jungle, complete with Aztec temple. Colin Junior had said it would be there, but words couldn't do justice
to thismonalith. I brought the binoculars back up to my eyes and scanned up the templ€'s steep steps.
They were littered with bodies, UCLA students by the looks of them, al with ragged holes punched in
their chests. | looked upward.

He sat on the edge of a massive stone dab. He wore a breechcloth and jaguar skins, and was stained
rust-red from what must have been dried blood. His skin was wrinkled and folded, nearly trand ucent,
and streaked with ropy blue veins. He looked even older than ahundred and twenty.

Colin Wood.

He stared down at me, obvioudly knowing that | watched him, and pointed a bloody finger in the
direction of King Arthur's castle. | knew what he meant, knew what he wanted. Before we would face
off, and see whose body tumbled from that stone dtar, | would first have to deal with Napoleon. From
theinstant | had seen those skewered angels at the entrance to Heaven | had known that it was going to
cometo this. Wood was savoring this entire charade in the same way he would savor aglass of wine: by
taking in the bouquet, and admiring itsrich color, before he'd take asip. He wanted to watch me
perform, see how I'd surmount this last challenge before he would take a crack at me. | still believed that



therewas adim chancethat | could beat Wood, but | knew with total certainty that | could not do it by
leveling my railgun at the pyramid and start blasting away. That would be too easy. Wood simply
wouldn't allow that. He hadn't set al this up so we could smply face each other down, like gundingersin
some long-dead Western town. It was asif he wanted something from me, and was till tugging and
poking a me, trying to make meredize something. | had told Colin Junior that al of thiswas atype of
intelligencetest, st up by diens, and | suddenly wondered if thiswasin fact an intelligence test, but one
given by Wood. But if that was so, what exactly was he testing mefor?1 didn't know, couldn't quite
assemble dl the pieces, but one thing I did know—he didn't want al of this over, not yet.

And that, | suddenly reslized, was his greatest weakness.

Again and again, over the past four days, he'd taken meto the brink but then pulled me back in. He
wanted me to face death, but he didn't want me killed—not by someone ese. He was both my guardian
angd and my executioner. He had not brought me al thisway to bekilled by alacy psycho and his pet
dragon.

Undergstanding that gave me more power than arailgun, or even Nanomechanoid contral. If | wasto
stand any chance at dl it would only be by understanding him—by understanding what he redlly wanted
withme.

| turned around.
Colin Junior was smiling. The dimples had returned.

“If I'mkilled, | want you to go after theold man,” | said. | really didn't think Wood would let Napoleon
kill me, but | couldn't be completely certain. After dl, he was totaly insane.

Colin Junior shook hisrallgun at me.

“Itwill bemy pleasure” he said with asirange coldnessin hisvoice. Again the dimples had vanished. His
face was mine, but the expression on it was something foreign and aien.

| walked out from the bushes.

* * * %

“Moveit!”

The dragon towered over me. As| came out of the bushesit woke and positioned itself directly between
myself and Napoleon.

It flapped itswings, and | had to lean into the wind it created in order just to keep standing. Napoleon
was not al that imaginative. It was a standard, storybook-type dragon. It smelled like spoiled meat and
sulfur. Its snout dripped greasy-oily flame that splattered the walkway in front of me.

| waved my railgun at it, but there was no way | was going to fire. At this proximity, being hit by untold
tons of exploding dragon would kill me just as surely as ateflotungsten dug to the head.

Rrrrrrrr!
Heat beat me to the ground.

| kneeled, but did not cover my head. | was certain that WWood would prevent the dragon from
flash-frying me, but even if he did not, covering my head would be atotally meaningless gesture. If this
dragon really wanted to toast me, 1'd be toasted.



Seconds passed, and | was not transformed into a chunk of charcodl. | stood, and turned toward
something exploding at my back. Flame ate a what was | eft of Powd | Library. Both bricks and books
burned. Colin Junior lay sprawled in the muddy grass, dowly picking himsalf up.

| walked forward, actually moving benesth the dragon's chest, and kicked at one of its taloned toes. |
gaveit everything | had. Thething actudly flinched.

“Moveit!” | screamed, as| wiped tears from my face. At this proximity the stench was practicdly lethal.
“Stand asde, Rosemary.”

The mountain of stinking scalesthat hung over me shuddered, lifted amassive leg, and then stepped over
me.

Blrrrrrt!

A blagt of the most hoxious, caudtic, eye-burning, somach-turning stench imaginable beat down on me.
My entire body puckered, spasming, trying to pull itself into abal. I was down on hands and knees,
something stinging and sour exploding out of both my mouth and nose. My gut continued to spasm long
after it was empty.

“The man who would be God.”

| bent my neck back, and looked up through watery eyes. Napoleon stood above me, handsto hips,
grinning like someone demented. Wiping my chin and pushing mysdif up, | sood. Therailgun was il
clenched in my hand. | angled it upward, toward his grinning face.

“I think not,” said Napoleon, speaking in emperor-like tones. “Y ou must certainly understand how things
operate by now.” He sidestepped, and pointed toward the castle. “ It should not take God to point such
things out to you.”

| looked.

The crossthat Tartan was strapped to seemed to pull itsalf up out of the ground, sprout apair of ruby
feet, and start to shuffle toward us. Asit walked agolden rope squirmed from the top of it, crawled
down itsside, and wrapped itself about Tartan's forehead, pulling her back.

The C-22 was now clearly vishble.
Tartan's eyes were open, but dead.

Those dead eyes were like some sort of trigger. Things codesced, and asmall piece of this puzzle came
together. Understanding was power. In an instant, in the smallest fraction of asecond, I'd defeated
Napoleon, and he had absolutely no idea of what had just happened to him.

| smiled, and sensed Napoleon stiffen.

“Dead men, in the presence of God, should not smile,” he said. There wasn't the sound of fear in his
voice, but there was the sound of uncertainty. | imagined that, for Napoleon, that must be far worse than
fear.

| lowered the railgun away from his head. That gun could never kill Napoleon—he knew it, and | knew
it. Hewould not dlow it. In this place, hewould never alow metokill him. And redlizing that had been
the key that had let me know exactly how | would stop him. Wood wanted to face me one on one, but



held placed Napoleon directly in my way. But Wood would inevitably get his way, since both Heaven
and Napoleon were ultimately his creations. That meant that since | couldn't stop Napoleon there was
only one person who could—and that would be Napoleon himself. Wood had wanted meto figure this
out, to understand that power didn't come from railguns or Nanomechanoid control but from
understanding the wants and motivations of people. Hed done this by forcing me to face an enemy of
obvious superiority without ussful wegpons.

Not completely true.

| had one weapon—my ahility to think. It was that ability that had given Wood the world before the Bug,
and had transformed the world after the Bug into his own persond nightmare. That ability was more
powerful than any chunk of hardware, or an entire army of Nanomechanoid warriors. Before | faced
Wood, he wanted me to know that. That was what this entire farce of the past four days had been about.
Wood wanted to face someone with his ahilities, but to not quite know how they would respond. He
wanted to face his equal, but an equa that he couldn't completely second-guess. And to be hisequd, |
had to know that ultimate power came from understanding situations and people—not from hardware.
He wanted to face himsdlf, and thereby actually have a chance of losing.

| walked around Napoleon and toward the cross, which had replanted itself into the ground. | reached
for the ropes around Tartan's-feet and began to untie them.

“No!” screamed Napoleon.
| dowly turned.
“And why not?’ | asked, sounding casud, asif | redly didn't careif he answered or not.

“I'll kill her!” he screamed. “If you don't do as| tell you, | will kill her!” He pointed up toward her head.
“I'll detonateit!”

“Youwill not,” | saidin awhisper.
He stepped back, asif he'd been punched square in the face.

“Youdaretdl mewhat | will do?’ he screamed, as spit ran down his chin and hisface turned an
impossibly bright shade of red.

“You contral her,” | said. “It'sthe only thing in thisworld that you redly do control. Everything dseisan
illusion, thewhim of an insane old man. He manipulates you, and tugs on your strings. Except for her,
thereis absolutdy nothing esein thisworld that you do control. She'sthe only thing that stands between
you and total insanity.”

“No!” he shrieked.
“She'sthe only thing standing between you and death.”

He shook and, reaching out his shaking arms, pointed at Tartan. “1 can kill her. She's nothing, apiece of
mest, something | can snuff out with the smallest wish. | am her universe, her only redlity. Sheisnothing
without me!”

“How sad, to only have control over something so pathetic, so meaningless,” | said. “It certainly doesn't
say much about you, only to be able to control something so insgnificant.”

He lowered his shaking hands. His shoulders dumped, and tearswelled up in his eyes.



“I could kill her,” he said, sounding more asif he weretrying to convince himsdf rather than me.

Napoleon would never kill her. He couldnt. It was the only thing in the world that he really believed he
had any contral over. | should have redized thislong ago. Dropping my railgun to the ground and
unsnapping the power pack, | turned and pulled mysalf up Tartan's cross. | began untying her hands.

“I could kill you!” screamed Napoleon.
| dropped Tartan's untied right hand and turned.

In thetime it had taken meto climb the cross and untie Tartan's hand something in Napoleon had died.
He still stood six and ahdf feet tall, and still looked to be agood solid three hundred pounds, but he had
diedinsde. | could seeit in hiseyes. They were dulled and glazed. He had been forced to admit to
himsdf that the only thing in the world that he redly had was his sick and disgusting hold over hissigter.
And hedidn't redly have even that. It had him.

| jJumped down from the cross and took a half-step toward him.

“Youcanthamme,” | said. “Y our lord and master would never permit it.” | pointed up toward the
pyramid. “It's over for you now.”

1] No!ll

Reaching out, he pointed his gloved hands a me. Lightning erupted from hisfingertips, crackling toward
me, theintengity blinding me and the sting of ozone burning my eyesand lungs,

Nothing touched me.

| stood unharmed, surrounded by awall of crackling lightning. Then, as suddenly asit had started, it
stopped.

“It'sover,” | said in awhisper.
Napoleon dowly lowered his hands.
“Itisover.”

The voice had come from behind me. It was Tartan's. | turned dowly. She stood behind me, obvioudy
having untied herself after | had partidly freed her. She ssood more than ten meters away from me, totaly
out of reach.

She had therailgun in her hands and was holding it high and in front of hersdlf. It wasaimed for
Napoleon.

The exit end wasaimed at her head.
| blinked—once.
“Dont firel” | screamed.

I'd broken Napoleon, or rather let him break himsdif. If hiswill to live aso had been broken hewould let
himsdlf get killed, and that would take Tartan with him.

Tartan'sfinger tensed againgt the trigger.



“Jason!” she screamed.

Her body convulsed, her eydidsflickering and her head jerking. But she managed to hold therailgun
seady. She was remembering, remembering things that would kill her just as surdly asfiring therailgun
would.

“Sigerl!”
| turned.

Napoleon's handsfell off, hitting the ground and bouncing severd times asif made of rubber, and then
began to disntegrate. He held hiswrist sumpsto the sdes of his head, pressing them againgt hisears.
“Don't leavemedone!” he cried, sounding like afrightened child. “We only have each other!”

Hed dropped hisinterna shielding. He was touching his own, long-buried memories.
“Why did you do this?’ asked Tartan.
| looked back at her.

She was holding the railgun with her right hand, her entire left arm now twisted and pinned against her
chest. As| watched, her legs collapsed benesth her and she hit the ground, face-first. | had covered
amogt haf the distance between us when she struggled up to her knees and again held the railgun high,
aming it at Napoleon. | stopped.

“We were things," said Napoleon, hisvoice durred and squeaky.

| didn't turn but continued to watch Tartan. Blood ran down her face from her now broken nose. But the
blood that ran from her ears hadn't been caused by thefall. | knew that. The same thing had happened to
Joe. Her brain was rupturing, tearing itself apart.

“No!” she said, struggling with the word. “Brother and sister—not things.”

“Yes” hesaid. “I wasyour brother. That made me not athing, but a person. Only you stood between
me being a person or becoming athing. Things don't have sisters. | couldn't let you go. If you went I'd
become a thing, and | knew you wanted to leave.”

Tears now mixed in with the blood that ran down Tartan'sface. “I loved you,” shesaid in ahissing
whisper. “I didn't want to leave. Y ou forced me. You hurt me.” She hit the ground but her right elbow
kept her propped up, kept the railgun amed at Napoleon's head.

“I didn't want to hurt you,” said Napoleon. “1 just wanted you to stay. | couldn't take the chance that you
would leave.” He whispered something that | couldn't hear, then cleared histhroat. “Y ou loved me?’

Tartan nodded her head in jerky spasms.
"Things aren't loved,” he said, sounding distant.

Tartan waved therailgun feebly and it fell from her hand. “ Brothers areloved,” she mumbled. Her elbow
dipped out from beneath her and her face dropped into the pool of blood that was beneath her. Her legs
twitched, then shewas till.

“Janicel”

| turned.



Napoleon had melted. Asif he had been carved from achunk of wax he had sagged, faling in on himself.
Only his clothes seemed to be holding hisliquefying body together.

“I thought,” he said, struggling with the words, his mouth seeming to be dribbling from his skull, “that she
wanted to leave, that she could never want to be with a thing.”

“To her, you were her brother, never athing,” | said. “ Sheloved you.”

Napoleon tried to smile but hislips did from hisface, hitting the ground, quickly followed by teeth and
gums,

“Luuuv meeee!l” he screeched, histhroat tearing, greasy things exploding out and then running down his
ruffled slk shirt. What was|left of histongue did from his mouth. He stared at me with eyesthat were
dipping from their sockets. As| watched them crawl down his sagging cheeks, the pain that filled them
seemed to fade away.

He hit the ground and | heard something crack and splatter, something that sounded like athin-shelled
€gg. That impenetrable grapho-titanate skull split, the bloody contents spilling, out.

Rrrrrrrr!

| dovefor therallgun, got it in my hands, and brought it up as| rolled. The dragon hung over me, flame
licking its snout. Its chest expanded asit sucked down air. | raised the gun high so the back-shot
wouldn't vaporize me.

| started to squeeze the trigger.

The dragon collgpsed, its skin shredding, a sea of green dimeraining down. Still clutching the unfired
railgun, | took adeep bresth, covered my head, and felt mysalf vanish beneath the torrent.

CHAPTER 19
Full Cirde

| stood, wiping green dime from my face. What remained of the dragon filled the quad from King
Arthur's castle to the brick-and-book pile of the Powell Library. The putrid stuff was knee-deep and
smdled just asrancid asit looked.

They weredl gone.

Tartan had findly faced down her brother. | couldn't be sure what had pushed her over the edge and had
forced her into findly confronting him, but I'd like to think that, at long last, she had taken control of her
own life. I could still see Napoleon's eyes as they dribbled down his face—the hate, the fear, and the
absolute terror dowly fading from them. He'd been bent and broken by aworld created by Wood. He
had been desperate to believe himsdf human, so desperate that he had driven himself into committing
inhuman acts. He had been as much avictim as had Tartan.

And both had been victimized by Wood.
The entire world had been victimized by Wood.

| suddenly sensed Colin Junior standing behind me. | still couldn't touch the Nanomechanoids, what | felt
was beyond that. | smply knew that he was there, could fee him staring at the back of my head. It was



asif he were my shadow.
“How'd you get that loon to smoke himsdlf?’ he asked.

| didn't turn. He didn't deserve an answer, hadn't earned the right to know. He hadn't lived what I'd lived
for the past four days. | doubted that evenif | did explain what had taken place he'd be able to
understand. He didn't have the tools to understand. His answer to conflict wasarailgun and
Nanomechanoid manipulation. He wouldn't be able to understand how much power there wasin smply
showing someone histrue slf.

“When that wacko checked out, | was able to get ahold of that dragon hed made. | saw no senseinyou
wasting ashot and taking the risk of getting crushed by dragon chunks, so | reduced it to primary bits.”

| still didn't answer, but stared across the quad to where Tartan had stood. Thetidal wave of green dime
had pinned her up against the ruby crass, only her hand protruding from the green sea. | waded forward,
moving toward her. | didn't hurry. | knew there was no need to hurry.

“Sorry about thewifel” Colin Junior shouted at me.

| cringed. Had | ever redly been like him, so insensitive, so unfedling? How could he not know when to
samply shut up? He might look like me, but he wasn't me. | don't think he ever had been.

| bent down and reached out.
But | couldn't touch her fingers.

She was dead, had been dead from the moment sheld hit the ground, her brain tearing itself apart. | knew
that, therational part of me knowing beyond any doubt that there wasn't even the dightest chance that
shewas il dive. But the emotiona part couldn't accept it, absolutely refused to believeit. I'd seen
miracles sSince arriving here, and wanted to offer up aprayer for just one more.

But there was no one to pray to. There were no gods here.

So | touched her fingers. They were cool and limp, the drying dimethat caked them the only thing
holding them up. | reached down for her wrist, pressing it tightly.

Therewas no pulse.
And that was because there was no brain to drive her heart.

“One down, oneto go!”

| gently pushed her hand beneath the dime, then stood and turned toward Colin Junior. He held the
railgun high, aming it toward the pyramid. Who was he?

“The congtraints are gone!” he shouted. “1 can fed it. He knowsthat he'slogt, and that there's absolutely
nothing he can do to stop us.”

Turning, | looked toward the pyramid. Without the binoculars Wood was just aminiscule blur, but |
could sense him quietly Sitting there, having watched what had happened, having watched me surmount
the last obstacle that he'd placed between us.

“Don't wastethe shot,” | said, certain that the railgun smply wouldn't fire. Wood wouldn't let it end like
that. Never.



Hedidn't lower the gun.

“| can take the top of that pyramid off and blow that old man into orbit.”

“Noyou cant,” | said. “Hed never let you. Weapons can't stop him, nothing you can do can stop him.”
He lowered the railgun.

That | hadn't expected. He should have taken the shot. Had | still been twenty-one, | would have taken
the shot. Hell, | would have taken the shot four days ago. Thiswas just one more indication that he
wasn't who he appeared to be.

“Why not?’ he asked.

I'd answer this question. Thistime he deserved an answer. Lowering the gun had proved that. | waved
my hand around the quad, and out over the sea of green dime. “That'swhat this was all about. It wasa
lesson that old man wanted meto learn, the last lesson, but the most important. | had seen Napoleon
killed, having taken a spear through the heart. But he came back, stronger than before. Then | ripped his
head from his body, leaving him totally hdpless.” | actualy laughed. Tartan lay dead at my feet, but il |
managed alaugh. Tearsran down my face. “But the old man saw that Napoleon wouldn't remain helpless
for long. He gave him back his body, and then gave him al the powers1'd had.” | pointed a him. “All the
powersthat you have. The old man wastrying to tell me something but | just couldn't seeit, wastoo
damn stubborn and too damn egotistical to see the obvious: Ngpoleon was an enemy | could not defest.
No matter what | might do, the old man would see that Napoleon not only survived but actudly grew
stronger. He wanted me to redlize that there was only one person that could stop Napoleon, and that
would be Napoleon himself. He was his own worst enemy. All | had to do wasforce him into looking at
himsdf.”

Colin Junior looked puzzled. There was no mistaking the meaning behind those scrunched-up eyebrows
and narrow-dlit eyes. He wasn't me, but he knew my mannerisms better than | knew them mysdif.

“Superiority doesn't come with raillguns, or even total control of the environment,” | said, “but with the
understanding of people. And that includes yoursdlf. Understand yoursdlf, and the people around you,
and you can do anything.”

| looked around.
“Y ou can even create Heaven and Hell,” | said.
“And you understand that old man?’ he asked as he waved his gun up toward the pyramid.

| smiled. “Not yet, not completely, but | think I'm starting to understand myself, understand what | might
doif I wasin hisplace”

“That ill doesn't tell mewhy | can't op him.” Again heraised up hisrailgun toward the pyramid.

“The only person who can stop that old manishimself,” | said. “ And he wants to be stopped. That's
why I'm here. That'swhat al thisisredly about.”

Colin Junior, or whoever heredly was, lowered hisrailgun.

| marched across Dickson Plaza, beating at palm fronds and vines. Ugly green-and-black bugs, the size
and shape of cigarettes, chewed at my arms and face.



“I don't understand,” said Colin Junior. “If he wantsto be stopped, if he wantsto let us go, then why
doesnt hesmply doit?’

And that was the question.

Hewas dl-powerful, could gpparently do anything he pleased, except for one thing: He couldn't et go,
couldn't give up the world. Hed called me back, crested me, so | could—supposedly—take it from him.
But no one could redlly take it. Hewould havetowillingly give it. The same way that Napoleon had
willingly given up hislife, Wood would have to do the same. And somehow | held the key to dl of this
happening. Wood had tortured mefor four days, killing everyone around me, running me through amaze,
forcing meinto making decisionsthat | would have thought mysdf incapable of making. I'd killed to stay
dive. I'd watched those around me die so that | could live,

Why had he done thisto me?

If he wanted out, and no longer wanted to live as the egomaniac that had killed billions and even now
waskilling millions more, then why not just pull his own plug, and be donewithit?

What did he redlly need mefor?
| stopped. | felt the barrel of Colin Junior's railgun nudge mein the back as he stopped.
“What isit?’ he asked. “What do you see?’

What do | see? An excellent question. A highly relevant question. | mined around and stared at him. Asl
continued to swat at the bugs that crawled over me, | noticed that none of them was chewing a him.
Even here, inthisdice of insanity generated by Wood, Colin Junior seemed to have contral. | knew that
meant something, but something that | couldn't quite see.

“Do you ever get bored with what you're doing?’ | asked him, wondering if Wood was being driven not
by guilt or insanity but by boredom. Had he smply lived too many years, and now wanted to die, to put
everything behind him?

Once again Calin Junior's brow twigted. “All thetime.”

| remembered back. When I'd been his age, my attention span probably could have been measured in
milliseconds. That was what had made school such agrind. Back then the world had seemed too big, too
strange, and just too wonderfully bizarre, to keep my head buried in books and mysalf locked away for
years pounding out athesis. But I'd doneit. I'd managed to completeiit.

“What kept you going when you were in school ? Why didn't you just chuck it dl and wander the
world?

He smiled, dmost laughed, asif | had told him ajoke. “| had agod,” he said. “ Therewerethings|
wanted to do with my life, but al those things required that little piece of paper.”

The Ph.D.

“Without that, no onewould let mein and let me play with the toysthat would let me see the things that
had never been seen before. | knew what | wanted, and where | was going, and that nothing would
gand inmy way.” Hewaved hisfree hand over hishead, not indicating this Mexican jungle but the
UCLA campusthat surrounded it. “I had made a promise to myself, and that meant | had aresponsbility
to mysdf.”



| nodded. | knew what he meant. Lifeisgoals, and the commitment to those goalsiswhat driveslife,
what keeps you dive and keeps you working, even when you think you can't get through another day.
That'show | saw life. But did Wood still seeit that way? Was all thisinsanity and destruction just the
result of an egomaniac running wild?

| turned, batting asde afern.

A body lay, face-up.

Theface wasmine. A hole, the sze of afist, had been punched through its chest, just whereits heart
should have been. But the heart was gone. | stepped over the body, and then over another exactly, like
it. By the time we reached the base of the pyramid the bodies were strewn waist-high, al with hearts
ripped out and Al having my face.

“What does it mean?’ asked Colin Junior.
| didn't answer him.

Wed find out soon enough. Possibly too soon.

* k% k %

The view was mgestic, spanning the distance from the azure Pacific al the way up to the Hollywood
Hills. I didn't care. | certainly hadn't come al thisway for the view.

Wood 4till sat perched on the edge of the stone altar—an dtar filled with the still-beating hearts of the
hundreds of lookalikes that hed dumped down the pyramid's steps. They al beat in unison, the gentle
thump-thump pulsing into the stone and then pounding up through the soles of my boots. Wood tugged
and fussed with several blood-streaked cockatoo feathersin his headdress, then adjusted his jaguar
shawl.

“Doyou like my temple?’ he asked.

| looked first at the dtar full of besting hearts, then down the blood-streaked steps, to the pile of bodies
below. In the Mexican jungle heat the bodies were aready bloating, and the overripe scent of a
stockyard was drifting up toward us.

“An appropriate enough place, | guess, for a psychatic like yoursdlf,” | said.

But even as| said it the words didn't quite ring true. He'd destroyed a sick world, then created an even
worse one. On the surface it was an act of insanity. How could killing billions be anything else but an act
of insanity? And here he sat, dressed as some blood-crazed Aztec priest, before an dtar of till-beating
hearts, obvioudy insane, obvioudy having blown every rationd part of hisbrain.

Too obvious.
Wood was subtle.

The past four days had shown methat. Nothing in hisworld was obvious, nothing was written in black
and white. | had comeinto thisworld viewing people as good or bad, right or wrong, and that's how I'd
tried to labdl the ones | met here. But they hadn't been good or bad, right or wrong. They'd smply been
people—people who were confused and hurt, doing the best they could, muddling through life based on
what was often incomplete information, or just flat-out lies. In thisworld nothing was obvious, nothing
was as it seemed. There were no black and whites.



| smiled.

There never had been any black and whites—they'd only been in my head. The world had aways been
agray, conflicting, confusing place, but | had filtered it, dways assuming that | knew what was right and
wrong, that | could judge. | couldn't. I'd never really been ableto, but until now I hadn't reglized that.

From over the edge of my shoulder | saw the barrel of Colin Junior'srailgun being leveled a Wood. Half
turning, | grabbed it, and was about to raise it up, but then stopped and removed my hand.

“What do you think you're going to do?’ | asked.
“Blow this psycho's head to the moon,” said Colin Junior.

| looked back at Wood's rust-red face. | looked into the face of this demented, withered-up old man. It
was too obvious, too black and white. The world wasn't built that way.

Pieces came together.

“Bemy guest,” | said. “But he's not red, he'sjust like those bodies that he's dumped down the temple.
And you should know that.”

“Why?" he asked, as he lowered hisrailgun.

| should have known when he had first taken meinto hislab. | should have known when I'd seen the
railgun, and O'Neil's book. | should have known the instant I'd seen him sitting on the curb.

“Because you made him. Y ou've made thisentire place.”
Hiseyesgrew large.
“Because you're Colin Wood, the real Colin Wood.”

He then smiled, and began to unfasten hisrailgun's power pack. “ An interesting theory,” he said. The
smile vanished as quickly asit had materiaized, and hisface turned dark. He pushed the railgun into my
hands, wrapping my fingers around the trigger and tugging the gun up. One end pointed at his head and
the other at what | was certain was just another Colin Wood smulation.

“I'll make it easy on you then. Even if you're wrong, you'll be right. Squeeze thet trigger, and well both be
mne‘”

He stepped forward, pushing hisforehead against the barrdl of the gun. Wrinkles and creases suddenly
filled hisyoung face.

“Thisisano-lose scenario, boy. Take the shot, and it'sall over. But I'm warning you, thisisyour only
chance. Either the both of usdie, or you die. Y ou've gotten thisfar, and earned the right to choose.”

My finger tensed againgt the trigger.
Too obvious.
And far too easy.

“The choiceisyours, boy. Y ouve run through my little game, kept your skin intact, figured out what was
what, and who waswho. I'm declaring you the winner. Take the prize.”



He pushed againg therailgun's barrd.
“Choose!” he screamed.

He said the game was over, but it wasn't. Thiswasthe last hand. He was il testing me, till poking and
prodding a me. He hadn't put me through the past four days smply to get his head vaporized like this.

There had to be another way.
“Choose!”

And | knew. One moment | hadn't, then an ingtant later | did. It wasthe only thing that made sense. The
insane pieces suddenly seemed to fit together into alogica whole.

“| choosethat no onedies,” | said.
“That was not one of the choices given!” he screeched.

“If I'vewon the game as you've said, then | can redefine the choices. The winner aways makestherules.
That'sadwaystrue. It may bethe only true thing in theworld.”

He stepped back.

“Y ou think you can change the rules here, change the very nature of reality? 'Y ou think you know enough
to cdl the shots?”’

| took a step toward him. | suddenly felt that | knew him, just aswell as| knew mysdf. Thered be no
backing down. The dightest sign of weakness would get mekilled.

“yeg”
He stepped further back, actualy staggered back.

“Good,” hesaid. “I was starting to have my doubts.” He clicked hisfingers.
Behind me, | heard something wet splash againgt stone.

| turned.

Just like Ngpoleon, the Aztec priest incarnation of Wood was disintegrating, melting into a
greasy-looking puddle that was being sucked down into the pyramid.

“Y ou've amost gone the distance, boy. But it's not quite over yet.”

Hewaked past me, stepping over the puddle that was dl that remained of the Aztec Colin Wood. Again
he snapped hisfingers, and adab of sonein front of him swirled molten, flowed back on itself, and then
reveded adtarcase.

It wasn't atone staircase, something in keegping with thisinsane Aztec motif, but one made of
chrome-and-glass steps that led down into the dark.

“Wevegot to talk,” he said as he stepped down. “There's afew things you don't yet understand.”
A few things | don't yet under stand.

In my four days here that was without a doubt the stupidest, most inane thing | had yet heard. It was only



after his head had completely disappeared that | was even able to move toward the staircase. My eyelids
were twitching uncontrollably.

Full Circle.

| stood in abay window and stared down the California coast. It was early morning, and the sea
glimmered orange. Beyond the houses, and beyond the seawall, asurfer paddled out. It was anillusion,
aprojection on the backside of this Nanomechanoid-created bay window, but that really didn't seem to
matter.

Redlity was no longer something cold and fixed, something filled with absol utes and bounded with hard
and fast rules. Redlity was subjective. Redlity wasin the eye of the beholder. The scenel saw now was
no lessreal than the one | had seen four days ago—or actudly, eighty-six years ago.

| felt mysdf dipping.
“Smith.”
| turned.

It was the Wanut Conference Room, complete with cheaply stained paneled walls and that twenty-seat
black lacquer conference table. Wood, still in the guise of Colin Junior, sat at the far end, leaning back in
his sedt, feet propped up onto the table.

| felt something squirm on my wrig.
Ting! Ting! Ting!

Reflexes guided my hands and fingers, sllencing the darm of the watch, which had not been on my arm
until only seconds ago. | glanced down at it, knowing what it would read, but some morbid streak deep
within me forced meto look down just to make certain.

“Eight-thirty,” 1 whispered.
“I'dlike to start thismeeting on time,” said Wood.

Suddenly feeling mechanicdl, like some sort of automaton, | watched my hand jerk out, grab for the back
of achair, missit, then grab for it again, thistime getting it and pulling it out. Sitting, | Stared at my
reflection in the black tabletop.

“I killed over ten billion people,” he said.
| blinked.
“Tenbillion people.”

| looked up. Hisfeet were still propped up. He had one hand around the back of his neck, andin the
other he held a Fudge Pop. Hetook alarge bite from it and swallowed without even chewing. Hiseydids
fluttered, and | could see the pain flash across hisface.

|ce cream headache.

| knew that fedling. It felt like achisal being driven right between the eyes. If | ate ice cream too quickly
the result was inevitable—an ice cream headache was guaranteed. He should have known better. How
could he be o stupid? Why would he willingly subject himsdf to such pain?



“Ten billion people,” he said once again.
He should have known better.

My hands were againgt the tabletop, palms down. The lacquered wood felt cool and hard, but most of
al, undeniably red. It was redl.

“I could never have donethat,” | said in awhisper. “Never.”

Hejerked his boots down from the table, and bent forward. “Don't be so sure,” he said. “Y ou haveto
remember the ones | rescued, the ones who lived, the oneswho will live”

“No one has the right to make those choices,” | said.

“I did not havetheright,” he said. He nodded, and for just amoment he glanced past me, looking out
through the bay window. Then he quickly looked back a me. “I had the responsibility.”

“No one can be given that type of responsibility,” | said. There was no way that anyone, no matter what
the circumstances, could justify the murder of ten billion people. Never. Absolutely never.

“Respongbility isnot given. Circumstance thrustsit on you, demands that you respond. | wastheright
person at the right time at the right place. The responsibility was mine because | recognized its
exigence”

Hewas rambling. He wasinsane. Nothing could justify what he'd done.

“Theworld was at the brink. If it hadn't been my viroid that was | et |oose, it would have been someone
elsg's. Every day that passed increased the odds that some madman would unleash something that would
destroy the entire world.”

That's exactly what had happened.

“But | wasin the position to Stop it, to make certain that it wouldn't happen. When | recognized the
inevitable destruction, it was my responsbility to act. | could do nothing else. What would you have done
if you truly believed, without any doubt, that the world was coming to an end? What would you do if you
believed that nothing would survive, that man would ceaseto exist?’

“No one could be certain of that,” | said, but as| said it | wondered. What if | was certain? What if |
knew beyond any doubt that the world was going to destroy itself? How much of it would | bewilling to
kill, so that something might survive?

Smack!
He'd smashed an open palm againgt the table, and now stood.

“I was.” Hisjaw was clenched, and the musclesin his cheeks twitched. “I did what | felt | had to. |
nearly destroyed the world o that it could be born again. | created this asylum so that mankind could
have a chance. | wiped the date clean, locking mankind into two hundred new Edens. | made the viroid,
created the egomaniaca Loki, built the John Smith constructs, implemented Thor, and then | destroyed
the world with them!”

He dumped down, practically crumpling into hischair.
“I took respongbility,” he said.



| looked into his eyes. There was no uncertainty, no doubt, absolutely no question. But there was
pain—more pain than any pair of eyeswas ever meant to hold.

“And | killed them.”

Now | stood. For days now | had wanted nothing more than to kill this man. Hed destroyed aworld,
and | was certain that anyone who had done that deserved to die.

| had been certain.

Now | didn't know. What | did know, however, was that | was thankful that | hadn't faced what he had,
that | hadn't been there to make the decision he had. | was thankful that the responsibility hadn't been
mine.

“And areyou so different?’ he asked.
“Yed” | said, spitting the word out without thinking about it, not having to think about it.

“But you'vekilled. Y ouve made decisons that resulted in innocent people dying. Y ou've manipulated
and lied, done any and everything to achieve your god.”

“Youwerekilling millions!" | screamed. “Y ou till arekilling millions.” With every breath | took,
countless Mushies probably were being vaporized.

He nodded. “1 seethen. It'sal anumbers game. Y ou can kill ahandful in order to stop some madman
who'skilling millions”

The answer didn't comethistime.
“No quick answersfor that one, are there?’

What could | say?Was| any better, or for that matter any worse than him? Wasaman who killed a
million worse than aman who killed one?

“| created this place, thisworld, but I'm not apart of it. My world is gone and dead,” he said.
Sweat dripped down my face.

| suddenly knew what he was going to say.

| knew what al thisinsanity had been about.

| understood it dl.

| would have given anything not to have understood.

“| did my best to purge the worst of my world, but it isn't complete, isn't total. Some of the seeds ill
exis, hiding, buried deep. But | won't root them out, | can't. And that's because I'm part of it. | can see
the world that will come, and | know that theré's no place for meinit. | can't be.”

| couldn't break away from hisgaze. | wanted to, wanted it more than anything else I'd ever wanted in
my life, but | couldn't.

“I needed someone to replace me, to shoulder my responsibility, to see that this new world has a chance
to survive and to grow into something new. That'swhy | caled you. But | couldn't bring you here and



smply tell you what had happened, and then expect you to take over. Y ou had to experience thisworld,
come to know its people, seeits strengths and its weaknesses. But most of dl, you had to see yourself.”

“Youkilled my friends” | said inawhisper. | could fed them dl around me, asif they were seated a this
table, packed tightly into thissmall room.

He nodded. “ The person you were four days ago would never be able to do the job you will have to do.
| sacrificed them for those who are ill to come. Y ou had to learn what it isto see those closeto you die,
to fed that pain, to feel the waste and the tragedy. Y ou had to fed that so that in the future, when faced
with smilar choices, you'll know what it isto take alife. Y ou'll never be ableto take alife without
remembering those that were taken from you.”

“How could you do thig”
Tearsran down my face.

“Because | was ableto. Y our memories come from atime and a place where no one person could redly
change the world, not even presidents or dictators. They'd claim they could change things but they
couldn't, and that made them safe, it protected them from making the decisionsthat no one should be
faced with. But | had the power. The world was going to be destroyed, totally destroyed. Everyone
recognized that, but no one could do anything about it. But | could. And once redlized that | couldn't
turn my back to it. It became my responsibility. Not to act would have murdered every unborn
generation of mankind to

come.”
“But what if you were wrong?’
| had my answer before he even spoke. The pain that filled hiseyes was hisred answer.
“But what if | wasnt?’ he said.

And that would be the only answer | would ever get. Thereld be no black and white, no fight and wrong.
He'd been presented a choice and had made his decision.

That wasdl therewas.
That was dl there ever was.

“I'll giveyou al my powers. You'l control the last Laser Facility, the orbital Thor nodes, and have total
globa Nanomechanoid control. But you won't be done. There are three thousand other John Smith
constructs spread throughout the world, waiting to help you. Y ou've proven to me you can do thisjob.
Y our responses and actions of the past four days have proven that. Y ou've proven to methat you can
make the types of decisionsthat no one should be asked to make.”

“| don't want that respongbility. | don't want to have the power of life and death over millions of people.
No one should have that kind of power! | don't know what to do, or even how to do it. Everyone I've so
much as touched since coming here has been killed. | won't take the responsibility for anyone ese'slifel”

He smiled. The pain was4iill in hiseyes, but he smiled.

“Y ou've condemned yoursdlf to that responsibility with your own words. This was the last test. | offered
you theworld, but you didn't want to takeit. The only man who stands even the dightest chance of
successfully guiding this new world isthe man who believeshe has no right to do that.”



“No,” | said, pleading with him.

Quickly standing, he walked back to the walnut panding. “Y oursisthelast life | tamper with, thelast life
| uproot and destroy.” He melded into the paneling, then vanished dtogether.

“I'm sorry.” Hisvoice echoed throughout the room.

CHAPTER 20
Next Day

Cloudsrolled in from the north.

| hoped it would rain and put out the fires. It was early morning but the sky was till dark, full of soot and
embers. In the distance, looking like some ugly red sore, PAmdale burned.

But Thor was slent.
I'd removed the Speed Limit.

| sat on the same rocky crag that I'd sat on only afew days earlier. But now | sat here done. The Laser
Facility spread out beneath me, no longer white, nor even gray, but black, coated with the ashesfrom a
burning world. My first impulse was to destroy it, bounce a beam from Thor and blast it to rubble. |
could have, | knew the destruct codes.

| knew dal the codes.
But | didn't destroy it.

Colin Wood had killed ten billion people to create thisworld. | could neither agree nor disagree with
what he had done. | wasn't there, hadn't seen hisworld, so | couldn't pass judgment. But one thing thet |
did know was that this world had been bought with those ten billion lives. Asinsane, crazy, and twisted
asthisworld was, they'd paid for it. And because of that, | wouldn't changeit. | wouldn't drop the Quad
Wals, or tamper with Thor or the Laser Facility.

Not yet.
Most likely, never.

There were two hundred worldlets out there, each with a chance to start over. But they wouldn't be
garting clean. Again | looked up at the red glow that hovered over PAmdale. They definitely wouldn't be
starting clean. Each and every survivor would carry scars of the old world, and it was my job, my
responsibility, to seethat those new worlds had a chance to grow into something new, something good.

| stood and adjusted the straps of my pack, redistributing the weight. I'd first head east, on foot, going
out across the Mojave, moving toward Arizonaor Nevada.

It would be dow going, and the terrain desol ate.
But that'swhat | needed for now.

| needed the loneliness, theisolation.

| needed the timeto hedl.



So did theworld.
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